
September 20, 1903 – First mass said at temporary Church of St. John the 
Martyr, 249 East 71 Street by Father John T. Prout
In May 1902 Father John Prout was assigned to St. Monica Church to work with the 
Czech community from Bohemia; he spoke the languages needed to proclaim the faith. 
In 1903 he was assigned as Pastor of the temporary church of St. John the Martyr. Since 
New York City already had a Catholic Church named St. John Nepomucene, the Patron 
of Bohemia, the alternative name for the same saint was chosen for the name of this new 
church, St. John the Martyr. Archbishop John Cardinal Farley bought a house for 
$13,000 at 249 East 71 Street as a residence for Father Prout, and the first mass was 
celebrated in the house on September 20, 1903.  Religious instruction for the children 
began at the house in October of 1903. The alumnae and students of Sacred Heart 
Convent and High School (located at that time on 54th Street and Madison Avenue) 
helped with the catechism and sewing classes at St. John’s house. A bazaar was held at 
the Sacred Heart School for the benefit of St. John’s and $850 was acquired during a 
three-hour period.

Sunday, September 25, 1904 – First mass celebrated by Father Prout in the 
present Church structure on East 72nd Street.
The church and an adjoining private house, formerly the Knox Presbyterian Church, 
were purchased by Cardinal Farley on September 15, 1904 for the sum of $39,000. A fire 
had destroyed part of the building and the Knox community vacated the church and 
put it up for sale.  Some blackened wood and stone can still be found behind the organ 
loft walls. The interior of the Church building was in good condition so that after a 
thorough housecleaning by workmen and parishioners, the building was blessed and 
an altar dedicated on September 24 by Auxiliary Bishop Thomas Cusack. At the first 
mass the next day, Father Prout delivered his sermon to a standing room congregation.

Father Prout lived in the private house next to the Church on 72nd street while the 
Diocese proceeded to sell his former dwelling at 249 East 71st Street.  The Upper East 
Side neighborhood continued to receive many European immigrants, and the St. John’s 
population of immigrants from Bohemia swelled. There was never a need for a parish 
parochial school, however, because each of the surrounding Catholic churches had 
established their own and, as a national Parish, St. John the Martyr was able to send 
their children to them.

Father Prout remained as pastor until February of 1918. During his 15 years as Pastor, 
immigration increased and the religious needs of the Czech community in the area 
exploded.



February 1918 – Father John Lane appointed Pastor
At the order of Archbishop Patrick Hayes, Father John Lane became the new Pastor. 
Father Lane did not speak the language of the Czech people, but by that time it was not 
necessary since there was a second generation who spoke English. He always saw to it 
that a priest on his staff was of Bohemian background so that the older people were 
accommodated for the Sacraments and prayers in their own language.

During Father Lane’s term as Pastor, it was necessary for him to move out of the rectory 
on 72nd street because a new apartment house at 242 East 72nd Street was being 
constructed. Once again the Parish priests began to live on 71st street, but this time at 
259 East 71st Street in a building the Archdiocese obtained. Next door to them at 257 
East 71st Street the Dominican sisters of the Sparkhill Community were in residence and 
in charge of a pre-school group of children, most of whom were the families of working 
mothers. Known as St. Rose Settlement, these nuns also commuted to the church of St. 
Catherine of Siena on East 68th Street for other duties with their sister nuns of the same 
community. Their work ended at 71st street about 1957, and the building came under 
the care of St. John the Martyr Parish in 1964.

1935 – Monsignor Larkin becomes Pastor
Upon the death of Father Lane, Cardinal Patrick Hayes transferred Monsignor Larkin 
from St. Aloysius Parish in Harlem to St. John the Martyr.

In the late thirties the parish conducted a vigorous social program for its parishioners, 
with parish plays, basketball teams and formal affairs at the Central Opera House on 
East 67th Street. A boxing ring with a gym was set up in the church basement. New 
altars were installed in the church and the back of the rectory was connected with a 
passageway to the sacristy.

As in all neighborhoods, young men from St. John were called into the Armed Services 
during World War II. Several were killed in action, while the majority returned to an 
upper East Side that was soon to undergo sweeping changes. The Czech population of 
the area gradually dispersed and the newcomers to the upper East Side began arriving, 
not from Europe but from other parts of the City. Old tenement buildings were torn 
down as New York Hospital and Memorial Hospital sought extra property for 
expansion and for new buildings to house doctors and nurses and their families. The 
advent of a new set of high rise luxury apartments changed the complexion of the 
neighborhood.



1950 – Father Edward McGrath appointed Pastor
In 1950 with the death of Monsignor Larkin, Father Edward McGrath was appointed by 
Cardinal Spellman as the fourth pastor of St. John the Martyr. Father McGrath 
previously was an Army Chaplain during World War II and then was Pastor at Croton-
on-Hudson.

During his tenure, the Church building underwent extensive renovation. The “small 
austere interior” was renovated. A polychrome rood screen and gilded canopy was the 
artistic center of the chancel, and a row of angels holding the shields of six Anglican 
Cathedrals was put at the base of the ceiling arches. Why Anglican shields? The 
architect who did the designs had a brother who was an Anglican priest and, in honor 
of him, he put Anglican art in any church he renovated. The shields on the rood screen 
all deal with the instruments of the Passion of Jesus. The large crucifix with Mary and 
St. John tower over the “Passion Screen” as it is referred to in Anglican art. Note the 
four symbols of the evangelists on the cross proper.

There was no longer need for a priest of Czech background to be on the staff for 
purposes of language since English was spoken by all parishioners. During this time the 
Ushers, the Nocturnal Adoration and the Holy Name societies were very active. The 
Women’s Altar and Rosary Society enjoyed its most active days during and 
immediately after World War II. You can still see the stained glass windows they gave 
during the church renovations.

1961 – Monsignor James Nash appointed to St. John’s
In 1961 Monsignor McGrath was transferred to the St. Philip Neri parish in the Bronx. 
Monsignor James Nash who had spent many years in the New York Chancery Office 
and had been a pastor in the Bronx was welcomed to St. John’s. His term as pastor was 
brief due to an untimely death on March 10, 1964 at the age of 58.

March 1964 – Monsignor Stanislaus McGovern arrives at St. John’s
Monsignor McGovern had spent 25 years in Rockland County as pastor of St. Joseph 
Church. Under his administration, the outside of the church building was refurbished 
and an air conditioning system was installed. The interior of the rectory also underwent 
extensive improvement.

In 1964 St. John lost its status as a national Church for Bohemian people and received 
definite boundaries as a Parish. Officially the Parish boundary is made up of fifteen 
square blocks:



North: 74th Street – South side from Lexington Avenue to East River
South: 70th Street – North side from Lexington to Second Avenue
71st Street – North side from Second Avenue to First Avenue 72nd Street – North side 
from First Avenue to East River
East: West side of Second Avenue between 70th and 7lst Streets
West side of First Avenue between 71st and 72nd Streets East River Drive between 72nd 
and 74th (south side)
West: East side of Lexington Avenue between 70th and 74th Streets

This change to boundaries for national Parishes was becoming the trend in many 
Dioceses of the country. With the ruling from Rome for compulsory retirement for 
Priests and Bishops at 75 years of age, Monsignor McGovern was required to retire in 
1969 as Pastor.

December 1969 – Monsignor Daniel Donovan becomes pastor
Monsignor Donovan was not a newcomer to the neighborhood, having lived in the 
rectory on 71st Street from 1941 to 1948 while he held the office of Director of Insurance 
at the Chancery Building. He had also previously been the Pastor of Holy Innocents 
Church on West 37th Street before becoming the seventh Pastor at St. John.

Soon after Monsignor Donovan’s arrival, extensive work was accomplished in the 
Church and rectory buildings, due mainly to the generosity of the parishioners backing 
up their Pastor’s efforts. During this time the Father Tom Murphy Golden Age Group 
and the Legion of Mary were formed. The yearly “Irish Night” always displayed a 
talented group of performers.

During the tenure of Monsignor Donovan the church building was updated to fully 
implement the liturgical changes of Vatican II. The main altar was removed from the 
rear wall of the sanctuary to the main floor so Mass could be said facing the 
congregation. This also necessitated the raising of the rood screen main beam for better 
sight lines. Some of the riddle posts of the screen, along with the drapes of the posts 
were also removed. During these improvements the wood paneling was added to the 
rear walls to give a warmer glow to the Church. Additional statues were added to the 
rear wall in the back of the Church near the confessionals. The St. John the Martyr statue 
was installed.

On July 1, 1984 Monsignor Daniel Donovan retired as Pastor. He continued to live in the 
rectory as a source of inspiration to the priests and people of the Parish. The church hall 
was designated as “The Donovan Center” in his honor. He died peacefully on 
November 4, 1986.



1984 – Father Walter Niebrzydowski comes to St. John’s
Father Niebrzydowski was ordained in 1958 in Rome. He came to St. John from 
Cathedral Preparatory Seminary in Manhattan where he had taught Latin. He increased 
the Parish ministry to Marymount College just down the block and to the St. Mary 
Residence across the street. A Sunday coffee hour was introduced. The Homeless 
Luncheon Program began serving guests on Saturdays and holidays. The Church was 
thoroughly renovated to include new electrical equipment to provide a warm and 
prayerful environment for all who came to pray throughout the day.

The Donovan Center was also remodeled and equipped to handle the increased activity. 
These activities included an Actors’ Workshop and the formation of the Lenox Hill 
Artists Forum. Worktalk, a program to aid people seeking employment, began here but 
became too successful so it had to seek bigger quarters at St. Jean Baptiste Church. The 
Donovan Center was also used for frequent concerts, lectures and art exhibitions. The 
Polish Catholic Discussion Club held a bi-monthly liturgy and lecture. Members came 
from all over the metropolitan area to participate.

Following the success of the Advent and Lent Prayer services, a TV program series was 
developed and NB Productions was begun. This meant a weekly Catholic presence on 
Manhattan Cable (now Time Warner Cable). The series, still being produced, is called 
“Waiting for God, Oh”.

Monsignor Niebrzydowski completed his twelve-year term as Pastor on June 30, 1996. 
He then became Pastor of Epiphany Parish on Second Avenue.

July 1996 – Monsignor John Woolsey appointed Pastor
Monsignor Woolsey had been a Parish priest, a teacher and for 20 years head of the 
Family Life/Pro Life Office.  During his tenure, the church was repainted and the 
physical plant was also improved. When the sisters moved out of the Convent, 
Focolare, a lay religious group, rented the building to be a house for its members.

In 2004 due to fiscal irregularities, Monsignor Woolsey was removed from the parish by 
the Archdiocese of New York.! Father Joseph Baker who was the Parochial Vicar for 23 
years was appointed Administrator of St. John’s.

July 1, 2007 – Order of Carmelites appointed to run the Parish
July 1, 2007 saw a big change for the parish of St. John the Martyr with the arrival of Fr. 
Sean Harlow and Fr. Sunny John of the Carmelite Friars religious order to serve the 
parish community.



Fr. Sean invited parishioners to form a Parish Council, Finance Committee, Outreach 
Committee (Greeters and Ushers), Communications Committee and Fund Raising 
Committee. Parishioners were also asked to serve as Lectors, Eucharistic Ministers and 
Altar Servers to help in the ministry.

The response from the parishioners was very positive.  There were 14 new Lectors, 19 
Eucharistic Ministers and 3 Altar Servers.  The Parish Council was formed with 13 
members.  The Finance Committee was formed with 11 members who were well versed 
in finance. The Archdiocesan financial and auditing experts and the Church’s 
accountant provided assistance to the Finance Committee. Getting a firm grasp on the 
church finances enabled the 9 members of the Fundraising Committee to see where to 
expend effort.  The Finance Committee met with two professional fundraisers to 
evaluate an “Increased Giving” campaign along with suggestions to use credit cards 
and online services for weekly collections and donations.

The 15 members of the Outreach Committee decided to first extend a welcome to our 
own parishioners before going into the community.  The turnout of parishioners after 
the first parish socials in early December was gratifying and hopefully a good omen for 
the future.

The Communications Committee is busy looking into a parish website and writing and 
editing newsletters.  In December 50 volunteers came to give the church a good 
cleaning.  Men and women, young and elderly, teenagers and children all pitched in to 
get the church ready for Christmas.  In a short time, a lot has been started.  There is still 
much to be done, but a good beginning has been made.

2008 – Celebration of the 105th anniversary as a parish
St. John the Martyr was well represented during Pope Benedict’s visit to New York in 
April.  Many got to see the Pope at St. Patrick’s Cathedral, at St. Joseph’s Seminary in 
Yonkers or as he drove by our church on his way to his temporary residence in New 
York.  Thirty-six parishioners traveled to the Bronx to celebrate Mass with the Pope at 
Yankee Stadium.

Through the work of the Outreach Committee in April we hosted A Celebration of Our 
International Community, Culture & Cuisine.  Nearly 170 parishioners enjoyed the 
buffet feast, which featured foods from more than 20 countries representing our parish’s 
multi-cultural base.

The Communications Committee completed a “Welcome Brochure: for newcomers” that 
includes a form to register with the church.  In May a website, saintjohnthemartyr.com 



went online and is filled with information about the parish and photographs 
chronicling our activities.

In July Fr. Sunny led the community in prayer during the Novena in preparation for the 
Feast of Our Lady of Mt. Carmel, the Patroness of the Carmelites.  Brown Scapulars 
were distributed to all on the feast day of July 16.

In August Susan Trammell and Joseph Siracusano were appointed Lay Trustees to 
provide independent and informed review of all major decisions about the funds of the 
church.

In October we hosted a special theatrical performance of Maurice and Therese:  Story of 
a Love, in the Church.  This wonderfully moving presentation, based on Bishop 
Ahearn’s book of the same title, served as an excellent introduction to St. Therese of 
Lisieux, the Little Flower.  That same month, we also hosted a Forum on Faithful 
Citizenship.  The forum gave parishioners an opportunity to discuss the Conference of 
Bishops pamphlet offering guidelines on social and political issues facing Catholics 
during the election year.

On November 16, we celebrated our 105th Anniversary as a parish.  Under the theme, 
Refounding Our Parish, we held a special Anniversary Mass that called forth a 
procession of items which were both a great tribute to our past and an inspiration for 
the future.   After the items were laid on the altar steps by members of our various 
committees, we as a church renewed our Baptismal vows.  In addition, our Fund 
Raising Committee with the help of parishioners sponsored an Anniversary Journal and 
raised over $16,000 by selling ads in the journal. The Outreach Committee hosted a 
brunch after mass in a beautifully decorated Church Hall.

Later in November 15 Eucharistic Ministers and Lectors participated in a day-long 
workshop related to their ministries.  Fr. Michael Driscoll, O.Carm., led the Day of 
Recollection in the Church Hall.  

In December we celebrated our first International Dessert and New Book Fair.  
Parishioners donated deserts representing our many cultural backgrounds.  They were 
sold together with new books to raise money for the parish.  Two banners for the church 
altar were purchased with proceeds from this event.

Also in December the first night of Pizza, Soda & A Movie began.  After a light dinner, 
the film, Billy Elliot, was followed by a discussion, led by Fr. Michael Tueth, S.J., 



Associate Professor of the Communication & Media Studies Department at Fordham 
University, explored the dimensions of moral struggle in the film.

A wonderful addition to our Christmas celebration was the new choir under the 
direction of our Music Director, Deirdre Broderick.

2009 – Carmelite Order continues to lead the parish
Over the past year we welcomed three Carmelite Friars who are now in residence in our 
parish: Fr. Paul Feeley, O.Carm.; Fr. Raymond Maher, O.Carm.; and Fr. Sunny Mathew, 
O.Carm. We were also fortunate to have Fr. Sijith Tillekerante, S.S.S. from the 
neighboring church of St. Jean Baptiste to celebrate Mass here at St. John’s when 
needed.

On Good Friday of this year Fr. Sunny prepared a special visual presentation of the 
Stations of the Cross. We were privileged to see this very moving production, which 
featured prayers, quiet time and the singing of our organist and leader of song. Our 
Lenten preparations were enhanced with the Rite of the Anointing of the Sick, which 
took place at church during March. Our Communications Committee wrote and 
distributed a brochure explaining the significance of this least-understood sacrament.

The celebration of the Feast of Our Lady of Mt. Carmel in July is especially important to 
St. John the Martyr because the Carmelite ministry serves our parish. We marked the 
feast with four days of special Masses, novenas, benedictions, visual presentations and 
lectures led by Fr. Sean Harlow, Fr. Sunny John and Fr. Paul Feeley. The celebration 
concluded with the distribution of scapulars to the attending faithful and their 
enrollment in the Scapular Confraternity. The statue of Our Lady of Mt. Carmel is now a 
permanent addition to our church.

As another step to sharing our Carmelite spirituality with you, we restored to our 
liturgies the Carmelite tradition of saying a prayer to Our Lady at the end of Mass. This 
prayer is often the “Salve Regina” or, as it is popularly known, “Hail, Holy Queen.”  It 
is fitting that we turn gratefully to Our Lady at the end of Mass, for she is the one 
whose “Yes” to God made her the Mother of Jesus and our Mother.

Throughout the year we continued our popular series of Friday Film Nights in our 
church hall featuring films with a theme of moral struggle.  After a pizza dinner, Fr. 
Michael Tueth, S.J., Associate Professor of the Communication & Media Studies 
Department at Fordham University, introduced the film and then moderated a 
discussion at the conclusion of the film.  To date five films have been viewed:  Billy 
Elliot, On the Waterfront, Babette’s Feast, The Days of Wine and Roses and The 



Apartment.  Attendance at the films increased from 23 for the first film night to 50 for 
the last film.

Hundreds of passersby stopped by St. John the Martyr’s table at the Second Avenue 
Street Fair in June and the Third Avenue Street Fair in September 2009. Volunteers 
handed out flyers and brochures about our parish’s activities and encouraged 
participation in a Rosary raffle.

In September, 2009, Fr. Sunny worked his magic again in the church hall to proclaim the 
Gospel. Using sleight of hand, optical illusion, storytelling and other visual arts, he 
delivered the “good news” in a way that inspired retention of the unfolding Christian 
message. The visual illustration and a surprise ending gave the audience a colorful and 
entertaining lesson that will be remembered long after the performance.

October is traditionally regarded as the Month of the Rosary.  The Communications 
Committee produced a brochure to help in our meditation and appreciation of the 
Rosary.  Copies of the brochure and Rosary beads were available for parishioners to 
take.  There was also a box for special intentions which was placed at the altar at the 
special Rosary Mass on Saturday, October 24.

During the season of Advent, Fr. Paul sponsored an Advent Series of reflections.  Many 
parishioners joined together to help decorate the Church.  During this time there were 
increased hours for Confessions and a Communal Penance Service.

Thanks to the 50/50 raffle spearheaded by our Fund Raising Committee in April, our 
Church Painting Fund brought in almost $4,000. Those funds reflect half of the prize we 
shared with the winner, plus her generous donation of part of her winnings back to St. 
John’s. We repeated the raffle in November 2009 and this time raised over $6,000.  All 
five prizes, including the grand prize of $1,000 were donated by our parishioners.  All of 
the raffle proceeds will help with the interior painting of the church.

Deirdre Broderick, Director of Music Ministry at St. John’s for 20 years, resigned and 
welcomed Anne Holland to fill the Director of Music Ministry position.

Communicating with parishioners has been made easier through our revised website, 
www.saintjohnthemartyr.com, which went online on March 29. The site contains not 
only information about our regularly scheduled worship, but also special liturgies, 
ministries, committees and upcoming events at our parish. Our thanks to the high 
school student who diligently maintains our site. 



Who was St. John the Martyr?
St. John the Martyr is usually known by his official name, St. John Nepomucene. In his 
early childhood, John Nepomucene was cured of a disease through the prayers of his 
good parents. In thanksgiving, they consecrated him to the service of God. After he was 
ordained, he was sent to a parish in the city of Prague. He became a great preacher, and 
thousands of those who listened to him changed their way of life. Father John was 
invited to the court of Wenceslaus IV. He settled arguments and did many kind deeds 
for the needy people of the city. He also became the Queen’s confessor. When the King 
was cruel to the Queen, Father John taught her to bear her cross patiently. One day, 
about 1393, the King asked Father John to tell him what the Queen had said in 
confession. When Father John refused, he was thrown into prison. A second time, he 
was asked to reveal the Queen’s confession. “If you do not tell me,” said the King, “you 
shall die. But if you obey my commands, riches and honor will be yours.” Again Father 
John refused. He was tortured. The King ordered that Father John be thrown into the 
river.!  A strange brightness appeared upon the water where he drowned. He is known 
as the “martyr of the confessional.” He is the patron of Czechoslovakia, where he is 
invoked against floods and against slander. His feast day is May 16.

Since there was a church called St. John Nepomucene located on East 66th Street and 
First Avenue, our church on 72nd Street was named St. John the Martyr to avoid 
confusion between the two churches.


