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THE HISTORY OF SACRED HEART OF JESUS CHURCH, PORTAGE, PA 
(Diamond Jubilee 1909-1984. Sacred Heart Church. Portage, PA) 

 
The history of Sacred Heart of Jesus Roman Catholic Church of Portage, 

Pennsylvania really had its beginning in Poland, where oppression reigned supreme. 
As these freedom seekers left their homes in their native land, they naturally settled 
in locales where employment was available. They came with their meager 
belongings and hearts full of hope to find work in the coal industry that was steadily 
advancing and providing work for many of them as they settled in the Portage area. 

Being God-loving people, these immigrants sought a place to worship. Saint 
Joseph Church was the only Roman Catholic Church in Portage and as a result this 
lead to over-crowding. And since these immigrants did not clearly understand the 
English language, the Polish speaking people of this locality organized in 1908 and 
formed the Sacred Heart Society. Under the leadership of John Urbanik, Joseph 
Kowalski John and Sophia Dudek, Jacob Bern and Paul Rybicki, this newly 
organized Beneficial Organization of Portage formulated plans for the 
establishment of a Roman Catholic Church in which Polish would be the chief 
language. 

 
Construction begins on Sacred Heart Church. 

 

The solicitation of funds was just one of the many problems encountered by 
this organization. Probably the most serious problem faced by the early, church 
planners was the purchase of land on which to build the church. Every time a site 
was ready to be purchased someone seemed to interfere. Finally, through clever 
subterfuge, Ignatz Fruhlinger bought the present site from William Moudy on 
January 28, 1909, and then on June 21, 1909, transferred the land to the Sacred Heart 
Polish Society for a consideration of one thousand dollars. 

Father Boleslaus Dutkiewicz was assigned to the new congregation and took 
up residence on Caldwell Avenue. 

In October 1909 the Bishop, Rt. Rev. E.A. Garvey of Altoona, assisted by 
Father Bruno Dembinaski of Johnstown, Father James Eagan of St. Joseph's, Father 
Francis Pilz of South Fork and Father Dutkiewicz, performed the Laying of the 
Cornerstone Ceremony. The Polish people, along with societies and organizations 
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from all parts of the county, came to Portage to help celebrate and memorialize that 
great day. 

 
Laying of the Cornerstone. 

 
Two months later at the Christmas Midnight Mass on December 25, 1909, 

Father Dutkiewicz celebrated the first Mass in the spacious basement of what is now 
the Sacred Heart of Jesus Roman Catholic Church. 

The first organist was Edward Patyka, followed by Stella Pinkshaw, Helen 
Beltowski, Alice Pinkshaw, and since 1957, Joan Grecek has served the parish. Ben 
Fisher was the first altar boy to serve Mass followed by his brother, Tony Fisher, 
John Kowalski and Joe Surowiec. 

 

 
Father Dutkiewicz served the spiritual needs of the people until May 7, 1910 

when he was transferred to St. Joseph Church, Ralphton, Pennsylvania. This came 
about because Father's inexperience, inability to speak the English language and 
inability to secure financial aid for the congregation was wrecking havoc among the 
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good people during their struggle to begin construction of their much needed 
church. 

 
Original Church Interior with Skylight. 

Rev. A.M. Habrowski was in turn transferred from Ralphton to Sacred Heart 
Church where he took up residence on Caldwell Avenue. On June 22, 1910 the 
rectory was moved to Orchard Street, making it more accessible to the temporary 
church. He remained at that residence until 1922 when he moved into the present 
rectory. Martha Isban became the first housekeeper, followed by Frances Najdek. 
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The first recorded marriage was on May 8, 1910 between Michael Stasko and 
Anne Pasik, pictured below on their wedding day. The first baptism on record is that 
of Anna Surowiec, daughter of Frank and Catherine (Jarosz) Surowiec on May 8, 
1910. The first funeral recorded was on April 24, 1910. A two day old infant, Sophia 
Zborzen, was buried in St. Brigid's Cemetery, Lilly after the church funeral. 

From 1909 until 1922 the spacious basement was the structure that served the 
congregation for services. Not only did Father Habrowski serve the spiritual needs 
of his parishioners, he also hired a horse and buggy early every Sunday morning and 
traveled to Lilly. There he celebrated an eight o'clock Mass and then returned to his 
parish to have a ten o'clock High Mass. 

Although there wasn't too much progress as far as the building was 
concerned, there were improvements. Ventilators, a retaining wall and sidewalks 
were added. The parishioners and committee of Sacred Heart were not at a standstill 
for they constantly kept collecting funds for their one goal — a real church building. 

It was during this time that Father Habrowski, a man full of ambition and 
undying effort, took an active part in the plans for the development of the church and 
community. On January 14, 1915 he personally purchased a parcel of land on 
Orchard Street and later transferred a portable school building onto the property. 

As the community began to grow and the coal mines provided work, more 
immigrants came. In 1920, with the understanding and the encouragement of Father 
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Habrowski, who gave them refuge from despair, these immigrants had the idea of 
constructing a true church and discussed the idea with their pastor. Immediately, 
action was taken to make the dream a reality. 

 

Convent 

The Portage Construction Company was hired to begin the project. In order 
not to disrupt church services, the plans called for the eaves of the church basement 
to be removed and the walls erected alongside so that the inner basement remained 
as originally built. When the roof of the main building was completed, the basement 
roof was torn down and removed and a floor laid. It was a great saving in labor and 
material. Work by the Portage Construction Company was stopped when the church 
funds were depleted. Father Habrowski then hired two carpenters, Francis Leo 
Weber and Eddie Garner, to complete the interior with him. 

Francis Leo Weber, now eighty-six years of age, vividly recalls the ingenuity 
used to mount the bell in the church belfry. The stress on the ropes that lifted the bell 
measured ten feet longer after mounting. The bell alone weighs 1640 pounds; when 
mounted it weighed exactly 2000 pounds. Its sound can be heard for miles around. 
The cross at the top of the tower looks small, yet measures twelve feet in height.

A carpenter by trade, Father Habrowski designed and directed the 
construction of the church and rectory; both under one roof and built with the same 
architectural style. An expert at woodworking, he did much of the elaborate work on 
the altars of the church. Much of the interior work and the furnishings, including the 
pulpit and the confessional, were carved by his own skillful hands. The pulpit 
remains but the confessional was replaced in April 1984. During his tenure Father 
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Habrowski spent many hours making repairs and improvements to all the parish 
buildings. 

 

 

Through faith in the future, and above all, through faith in God, the 
congregation realized their dream as the Spanish-California-Mission Style building 
was completed in 1922. It became the largest individual building in Portage. The 
architecture with a skylight above the main altar was something to behold and 
attracted visitors from all parts of the Eastern states. The dedication took place on 
Thanksgiving Day 1923. 

The basement was then converted into two classrooms and a social hall that 
were necessary to accommodate children who were entering Sacred Heart School in 
1954. Frank Lagowski, a parishioner, made his home at 725 Orchard Street available 
to the parish for a convent for the Sisters of the Holy Family of Nazareth. They 
remained there until 1947 when Father Habrowski purchased the present property 
for the use of the convent on October 8, 1946. The old school parcel and the present 
convent remained the property of Rt. Rev. Msgr. Habrowski until June 17, 1958 
when both properties from his estate were transferred to the Most Rev. Howard J. 
Carroll or his successor in trust for Sacred Heart Church. 

At times, when there was a work stoppage and the parishioners could not 
make a monetary contribution, the pastor accepted food. Baskets were then prepared 
and delivered anonymously to the needy, regardless if they were parishioners or 
members of another church. 
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Catechical Center 

The debt of this magnificent structure was something that Father Habrowski 
gradually tried to liquidate. Fund raisers such as the annual church picnic, which 
began about 1928 and held on August 15th., the Assumption of Mary, had all 
parishioners working diligently. Through the years, this picnic was actually a 
reunion for out of town and out of state former parishioners, family and friends. This 
tradition was discontinued after the 1973 picnic but is now being resumed with the 
1984 Diamond Jubilee. The church also held an annual "Pork and Sauerkraut 
Supper" on New Year's Day, parish bingo and raffles to help liquidate the parish 
debt in 1947. 

Stained glass windows were installed in 1952. Again, the parishioners of 
Sacred Heart generously supported this project. In 1953 plans were formulated for a 
general improvement program in preparation for the Fiftieth Anniversary 
Celebration which included the pointing of the upper sections of the church. 

On Sunday, June 19, 1955 at the Oriental Ballroom in Gallitzin, 
Pennsylvania, the parishioners showed their elation and love for their pastor, 
Monsignor A.M. Habrowski, by having a testimonial dinner in his honor. The 
spacious hall was filled to capacity by the Bishop, clergy, Monsignor's family, 
dignitaries, parishioners, neighboring parish members and his many friends. 

A pontifical honor was bestowed on our pastor in 1955 when Father 
Habrowski was elevated to the dignity of Domestic Prelate with the title of 'Right 
Reverend Monsignor'. He was elevated to Domestic Prelate in investitures 
ceremonies conducted by the Most Rev. R.T. Guilfoyle, Bishop of Altoona, on April 



 
8

27, 1955. The investiture of Father Habrowski to Monsignor was a great honor for 
the parishioners of Sacred Heart Church, the community of Portage and all the 
Polish parishes in the area. 

A special skit was performed by Robert Kiel, a member of St. Joseph's Church 
and a very dear friend of Msgr. Habrowski. Mr. Kiel was usually invited to join our 
church choir on special occasions and his rendition of the "Ave Maria," as well as 
the skits he performed at church functions, is well remembered. 

Just as the entire Mainline Area expressed its joy at his elevation to 
Monsignor, so the area had shown its grief at the news of Monsignor's Habrowski's 
death on January 31, 1957. 

Monsignor's niece, Florence Jardine, recalls, "One black man (Bill Carpenter) 
who paid his respects to Monsignor's funeral said, 'I'm not a Catholic, but 
Monsignor was my father'. This impressed the family very much to see the love on 
both sides—the people and the father." 

Norbert C. Maranowski, a nephew of Monsignor Habrowski, stated 
"Monsignor's family had planned to have their beloved brother buried at the family 
cemetery, St. Adalbert's in Pittsburgh, where the central headstone is dedicated to 
him, but realized he belonged to the parish to which he gave his life and to the 
people who loved him." 

Annually since Monsignor Habrowski's death a memorial Mass and dinner is 
held on the last Sunday of January. The Ushers Club, their wives and parishioners, 
along with the Prince Gallitzin Council #2275 of the Knights of Columbus, join 
together for the occasion. Monsignor Habrowski had helped to organize the Knights 
of Columbus group and served as their spiritual advisor until the time of his death. 

From the time he received his first assignment from Bishop Garvey telling 
him "Father, they need an apostle in Somerset County," he worked with the sincerity 
and enthusiasm of an apostle for the forty-eight years of his holy priesthood. The 
uniqueness is that Monsignor Habrowski served forty-six and one-half of these 
years at Sacred Heart Church. Parish statistics show that there were 2,343 baptisms, 
457 marriages and 662 deaths recorded during his tenture. Monsignor A.M. 
Habrowski most certainly left his indelible mark on the parish of Sacred Heart and 
the community of Portage. 

On February 26, 1957 Father B.J. Worsa was appointed pastor of Sacred 
Heart Church to succeed the late Msgr. Habrowski. This began a dedicated life of 
twenty-six years to the parish and the people of Portage on the part of Father Worsa. 

Shortly after arriving at Sacred Heart, Father Worsa saw the urgent need for 
renovation of the church social hall and the rectory. The project was undertaken in 
1958 and completed in 1959, the year in which the parish observed its Golden 
Jubilee. A few years later additional improvements were made to the rectory, 
convent and church premises. 
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Father Worsa was instrumental in bringing the Venerable Sister Servants of 
the Most Sacred Heart of Jesus to Portage in 1962. They continue to serve the parish 
to the present day. 

In 1966 special religious services were conducted in Sacred Heart Church 
commerating the Polish Millenium— one thousand years of Polish Christianity. 
Sacred Heart Parish had the distinction of being the only congregation in the entire 
Altoona-Johnstown Diocese to hold such an event. An overflowing crowd of more 
than three hundred persons attended the dinner which followed the ceremony. 

Late in the Summer of 1967, ground breaking ceremonies were held for a new 
Catechetical Center which was constructed on Orchard Street on a lot adjacent to the 
other church buildings. Completion of the Center took place in the Spring of 1968 
and the new building was dedicated in April of that year. The Center is used for 
Kindergarten classes and Catechetical instructions. 

Father Worsa supervised and coordinated a highly successful "Aid to Poland" 
project from 1981 to 1983. Sacred Heart Church was the collection center for food, 
clothing, household and miscellaneous items. Hundreds of packages were prepared, 
wrapped, addressed and delivered to Pittsburgh for shipment to Poland. 
Acknowledgements were received from the recipients, expressing their sincere 
thanks for the generosity shown them by the people of our parish. 

In February 1983 Father B.J. Worsa resigned as acting pastor of Sacred Heart 
Church because of health reasons. During the twenty-six years Father Worsa served 
Sacred Heart Church there were 392 baptisms, 171 marriages and 356 deaths 
recorded in the parish. 

Father Lawrence was then appointed administrator of the church until 
October 1983 when our new pastor. Rev. Stanley J. Zubricki was appointed pastor 
by His Excellency Bishop James J. Hogan.

In 1972 Father Lawrence Karcz accepted the position of assistant pastor to 
Sacred Heart Church. He continued to serve in that capacity for eleven years. 

In the short time that Father Zubricki has been serving Sacred Heart Church 
he has taken an active part in all the church activities. He has been very generous 
with his time given to the spiritual needs of the parish and has been helpful in the 
planning of the Diamond Jubilee Celebration. 

For the Seventy-Fifth Anniversary, Father Zubricki has undertaken the 
renovation of the church. The interior of the church has been painted and remodeled 
to resemble the original church design. To fund the renovation the church groups are 
holding fund raising activities such as raffles, sales and weekly bingo. 
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CEMETERY
Sacred Heart Cemetery, located on Spring Hill, was first established on 

August 7, 1911. At that time a two acre tract of land was purchased for $200.00 and 
deeded to the Most Rev. E.A. Garvey in trust for Sacred Heart Church. 
 In June, 1975, during Fr. Worsa's term, the adjacent Syrian Cemetery was 
turned over to Sacred Heart Church for one dollar with the understanding that the 
parish would take care of the graves. 
 

. 
 
According to parish records, the first burial in the original cemetery was that 

of Ladislaus Rykala, an eighteen-month-old child, on September 22, 1911. 
On July 19, 1940 six of the seven parishioners who were victims of the 

Sonman Mine Explosion were buried. The seventh victim was buried the next day. 
On February, 1957 Msgr. A.M. Habrowski was laid to rest in the parish 

cemetery. A monument was erected in the Spring of 1958 in his memory. This was 
accomplished through the efforts of the Usher's Club, Sacred Heart parishioners and 
Monsignor's family. 
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VOCATIONS FROM THE PARISH 
 

 
Rev. Walter J. Moll, Jr., St. Vincent Seminary, Latrobe 

Ordained to the Diaconate: May 26, 1984 

 

 
Church, Conemaugh, Pa., Sr. Celeste Ciesielka, C.C.W. 

Carmelite Community of the Word, Ebensburg 
First Profession: August 13, 1983 
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Sr. Mary Assumpta, C.S.Sp. (Helen Rae Zabas) 

Sisters of the Holy Spirit, Ohio Final Vows: 1968 


