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 The Beginning

The parish was established through the efforts of a dynamic priest and the Polish community of 
Irvington, New Jersey, at a time when the Great Depression was about to become a grim reality. This 
was a time when these families had to work long hours for meager wages and every small luxury 
was a sacrifice. Still, they sacrificed even more to build their own church, for, as in generations past, 
without it their lives were empty.

This, they vowed, would be a church where the pleasant sound of the Polish language could be 
heard in sermons and in songs. This would bring the older generation back in time to the grander 
days of Poland, and would instill in the younger generation a pride in the past of their forefathers.

And there is so much to be proud of! So much, so that no history of the Sacred Heart of Jesus Church 
in Irvington, New Jersey, would be complete without a study of the Poles in America.

Since the days of the American Revolution, Polish culture has been an integral part of the nation's 
life. Music, arts, the sciences have become, through generations of Polish Americans, as important 
to our American heritage as have numerous other national contributions.

It was not until the great influx of immigrants from many nations in the hard years before World War 
I that New Jersey became home for thousands of Poles seeking religious and political freedom. And, 
because they were a hard-working people, they assimilated easily into the life of the early 1900's.

Of the families who settled in the Newark-Irvington area, the men found work as laborers in the 
foundries and factories, and as stevedores on the docks. The work was demanding, a normal work-
day being as long as twelve hours. But at the end of the week, there was enough money to feed the 
family and, perhaps after Mass on Sunday, an outing at one of the nearby parks. There would be 
music from a worn accordion, accompanied by the laughter of the children as they played at their 
games nearby. The ladies compared recipes and child rearing, and the men talked of the plans for 
the future.

These were the hours that were treasured along with the spiritual comfort of their church. And this 
freedom was not taken lightly after so many years of oppression. But many of the newcomers found 
some barriers in the language and customs of their new environment. For these new Americans, 
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as for so many others for hundreds of years past, the Church became the focal point of their lives, 
for all activities, both joyful and sad.

The children born in this new land were baptized into the faith and the old men and women, who had 
too few years to enjoy their freedom, received the last rites of their beloved Church, dying as they 
had lived, in their undaunted faith. Sunday Masses filled St. Stanislaus Church in Newark with those 
who came from miles around to worship God with joy and gratitude for his nujmerous blessings.

 Building For God's People

As the Polish population in Newark grew and expanded many families migrated to Irvington. As 
their number increased it was evident that a new lurch to serve the spiritual needs of the Polish 
Catholics was sorely needed.

Accordingly, on October 20, 1925, the Most Reverend Bishop John J. O'Connor, Bishop of Newark, 
appointed a curate from St. Casimir's Parish in Newark, Reverend Metislaus Lankau, as founding 
pastor of a new parish to be located in Irvington.

Father Lankau was equal to the task of building this new parish through his past experience in 
administrative duties. Within a few days of his appointment, he took the first step toward forming 
s parish. He celebrated Mass in St. Leo's parish hall for his new parishioners. And, despite a heavy 
downpour, the dreary October day was made sunny by the presence of more than sixty people 
whose hearts were full of hope for the future when they met informally after Mass.

It was determined at this meeting that the new parish would be dedicated to the Sacred Heart of 
Jesus and that every effort would be made to instill in the hearts of all, especially the youth of the 
parish, a love for the faith of their forefathers and an awareness of their Polish heritage through 
various parish activities and organizations.

The first trustees, who were unanimously elected, were Stanley Robicki and Francis Welsz, Peter 
Dobrowolski, Adalbert Hodur, and later Vincent Blaszko, were chosen for the office of collectors.

A most important facet of this first meeting was the pledge of fifteen hundred dollars toward the 
construction of the new church, which all agreed was of prime interest.

Following this meeting, Father Lankau lost no time in organizing a census of his parishioners. When 
the final count was made, the parish numbered two hundred and fifty families, the majority of 
whom lived in the Irvington area, but a few families from Hillside were added, requesting that Father 
Lankau also be their spiritual leader.

Several meetings were to follow concerning the vital issue of the purchase of land for a church site. 
Attempts toward this purchase failed for various reasons. So it was not until February 16, 1926, that 
the diocesan lawyer, William Kearns, completed negotiations for a plot of land at the side of the 
present school for the sum of $40,300. As subsequent events have proved, it was a wise purchase 
indeed.

There were willing hearts and hands that assisted in fundraising, contributions, organizing social 
events to raise money, and supporting their pastor in his monumental task. But it was Father Lankau 
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who was the nucleus of all this activity. He met almost daily with trustees and various committees 
at his temporary home at St. Stanislaus Rectory. At those times when the rectory was overcrowd-
ed with visiting clergy, Father Lankau moved his activities to his sister's home in Newark. As ever, 
though, he had as his goal a rectory of his own that would serve as a center for the parish business.

So it was with a grateful heart that, after five months of accepting the hospitality of others, Father 
Lankau moved into his own home when a sixteen-room house was purchased at 537 Grove Street. 
This was partially furnished by the ladies of the parish who spent many volunteer hours making the 
house comfortable for Father Lankau and the assistants who would follow in time.

With a rectory from which he could now proceed with the myriad of details so important in building 
the parish complex, Father Lankau moved forward at a still faster pace. He converted one of the 
old-fashioned parlors into a beautiful little chapel, where each morning he offered Mass for his 
flock. On Sundays, however, because of the larger numbers, High Mass continued to be celebrated 
at St. Leo's parish hall.

	 A	Concentration	of	Efforts

By Spring of 1926 several thousand dollars had been raised and plans could now be made for the 
actual construction of the parish plant. Foreseeing the need for a church and school, the pastor 
and his committee determined at a meeting in May to build a combination building which would 
serve not only as a church and school, but also as living quarters for the Sisters who would come 
to teach the children.

Each parish family was assessed fifty dollars, a small sum to pay for the rewards they would reap, 
and all agreed. Architect-Engineer, Stephen Golinski, a parishioner, drew up the plans which were 
submitted to various contractors for building proposals.

The amount required for constructing the complex was more than the parish was prepared to 
undertake, so it was found necessary to reduce the size of the building. Eliminating one floor from 
the prepared plans, together with other changes, helped to lower the cost of the bids.

The firm of Joseph Polewka, having submitted the lowest bid, was awarded the contract. In order 
to have the church completed by Christmas, it was decided by diocesan authorities, followed by 
consultation with the builder and architect, not to finish the interior of the school until the church 
was completed.

Father Lankau had accomplished the almost impossible. One can imagine his great joy that hot 
day in August, 1926, when he and his parishioners, along with several visiting clergy, witnessed the 
ground-breaking ceremony. Many parishioners, who were small children at the time, still recall the 
festive air of the ceremony that took place in the presence of neighboring priests and friends. The 
sermon was delivered by Reverend Monsignor Witold Masnicki, Pastor of St. Adalbert's Church, 
Elizabeth, New Jersey. As representative of the laity, Stanley Bulsiewicz expressed the joy of those 
gathered there.

A few weeks later, the blessing of the cornerstone took place. The Right Reverend Monsignor Thom-
as J. McLaughlin, D.D., rector of the diocesan seminary in South Orange, New Jersey, and former 
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professor of the pastor, performed the blessing and delivered a short sermon in English. This was 
followed by a sermon in Polish, given by Father Joseph Maj, of Paterson, New Jersey.

The day was concluded with the beautiful ceremony of the Exposition of the Blessed Sacrament and 
the blessing of the people beneath the open sky of nature's cathedral. Truly a day to remember!

The completion of the church was rushed along so that the parishioners could attend Mass there 
by Christmas. This dream came closer to reality when the consecration of the church bell, which 
was dedicated to St. Joseph, took place on November 21, 1926. The Act of Consecration was per-
formed by Reverend Monsignor Zygmunt Swider of Bayonne, and the sermon was delivered by 
Father Joseph Olszewski of Lyndhurst, New Jersey.

In 1926, much of New Jersey was still undeveloped. The communities surrounding Newark were 
growing but transportation was still in its most primitive stage, especially in the wintertime, when 
public buses and trolley cars moved only sporadically. Too, most homes were heated by coal furnac-
es and children walked great distances at times to attend school. The winters, therefore, seemed 
longer and colder to those who could not afford the luxury of the automobile or central heating.

But to those who attended the first Mass celebrated on December 19, 1926, in the newly complet-
ed, but as yet not blessed, Sacred Heart of Jesus Church, neither the cold nor the distance could 
dispel the feeling of warmth and love that filled their hearts as they prayed in their own church for 
the first time.

A few days later, at the midnight Mass of Christmas, as well as at High Mass on Christmas day, the 
church was filled to overflowing and songs of joy filled the House of God as the people sang "Bóg 
się rodzi, moc truchleje." It seemed as though the angels of Bethlehem were again giving praise "to 
God in the highest and on earth peace to men of Good Will."

The blessing of the church took place at the High Mass on January 23, 1927. Reverend Monsignor 
John A. Duffy, D.D., Vicar General of the Diocese of Newark and later Bishop of Buffalo, New York, 
represented the Bishop. In this capacity he performed the ceremony of blessing the church and 
delivered the sermon in English. Then a visiting priest, Father J. Łukaszewski of Ramsey, spoke in 
Polish, a reminder that this church was, indeed, a church for all, but especially the Poles for it was 
built through their efforts and many sacrifices.

So it was that in the year 1927, even though the Polish community in Irvington consisted of only 
three hundred families, they proved they were a united body working together in harmony. To fur-
ther foster this unity, the Poles of this time belonged to a fraternal lay organization named "Jedność 
Tadeusza Kosciuszki," which numbered among its members more than two hundred members of 
Polish descent. The organization was devoted not only to the betterment of the community, but 
also to providing many charitable works as well.

As further evidence of Polish unity and concern for the welfare of others, there was erected near the 
parish grounds a community home for social activities that came to be known as the "Polish Home."

The children of the community likewise were of great concern as to their spiritual and educational 
welfare. There still remained, however, the problem of the unfinished school and living quarters for 
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the Sisters. In the interim, the parish engaged the services of Mrs. Mary Roleder, a highly qualified 
teacher who conducted a small Polish school for a period of two years until, in 1929, the third 
floor of the combination building was completed as a school and a convent for the Felician Sisters 
of Lodi, New Jersey.

These good Sisters are a group of dedicated teachers and workers in the fields of religion and 
Polish history. Their devotion to the children of Sacred Heart of Jesus Parish is legend and many a 
youngster who has succeeded in religious and secular life has done so because of their inspiration. 
Reverend Mother Provincial Angelica appointed Reverend Sister M. Dulcine as first directress of 
the School of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, a post she held until 1932. Sister Dulcine was replaced by 
Reverend Sister Mary Amandine for one year to be followed by Reverend Sister M. Sophia, who 
super¬vised the school until 1941.

It was at this time that the Sisters moved from the two rooms in the school building which had 
been used as living quarters. An opportunity arose to purchase a home, which after repairs and 
the addition of a chapel, amounted to fourteen thousand dollars. Reverend Monsignor Ignatius 
Szudrowicz blessed the home and its chapel and the sermon was preached by a distinguished 
visitor from Poland, Reverend Monsignor Stephen Martuzalski.

At the time of the Silver Jubilee, in 1950, Reverend Sister M. Leandra arrived to become principal 
of the school which now contained eight classrooms and had an enrollment of more than two 
hundred children, a concrete indication that the parish was growing at a fast rate.

The small band of families that had joined forces in 1925 to build the parish had more than tripled 
by 1940 and the Most Reverend Bishop Thomas Walsh, recognizing the need for additional help 
for the ever busy Father Lankau, assigned Reverend Adalbert Kiczek as the parish's first assistant 
on June 17, 1930. Reverend Henry P. Juncewicz followed as a second assistant on May 30, 1940. 
These two dedicated servants of God worked diligently and harmoniously with the pastor for 
eighteen and twenty-six years respectively. And their cooperation with the people of the parish 
added much to its present success and glory.

 Faith	and	Action

A sad time was about to descend upon the parish. The war in Europe had begun. Poland was oc-
cupied and many parishioners lost dear ones, friends and relatives who had remained in Poland 
and ad been caught up in the holocaust. This sorrow was deepened when, of the seven hundred 
and eighty young men of the parish who entered the service at the outbreak of war in this coun-
try, twenty-eight made the supreme sacrifice. May God reward their sacrifice with eternal rest.

At this time the parish engaged in many activities such as bond drives, fundraising for the less 
fortunate families of the parish, and helping the young servicemen in camps far from home.

Still, parish life went on. The debt arising from the establishment of the parish, the purchase of 
property and the erection of the building had amounted to $125,000. But on October 28, 1945, 
the entire debt was paid off with the final installment and the mortgage was burned. Now, with 
the end of the war, the parish could once again move forward.
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The year 1950 ushered in the Silver Anniversary of the parish and His Excellency, the Most Rever-
end Archbishop Thomas J. Walsh, made the occasion even more joyful with the announcement 
that he was granting permission for the building of a new church, thereby enabling an expansion 
of the school which consisted at that time of six crowded classrooms.

A New York architect, Anthony DePace, drew up the plans and specifications for a church that would 
be of a fine Gothic design. The plans were accepted and on August 30, 1950, a contract was signed 
for the building of the new church. The work was awarded to E. M. Johnson, building contractors 
located in Jersey City. The church itself, without completing the church hall, amounted to $556,000.

To provide more room for the new church, two homes adjoining the church property were pur-
chased. The legal transaction for their purchase was performed by Benjamin Gurnik, an attorney. 
Two engineers, Stephen Golinski and Edward Mroczek, volunteered their professional services 
without compensation.

The blessing and breaking of the ground for the new church took place on October 9, 1950. The 
ceremony was performed by Reverend Monsignor Witold Masnicki, who, twenty-five years before, 
had blessed the ground on which the old school and church stood. Reverend Alexander Fronczak 
of Wallington delivered the sermon in the presence of the congregation, the parish priests, and 
numerous visiting clergy that included Reverend Monsignor Paul Knappek and Reverend Monsi-
gnor Wrzeciono.

Archbishop Boland again visited the Church of the Sacred Heart of Jesus on August 22, 1953, at 
the occasion of the blessing of the cornerstone of the new church. And again the parish welcomed 
Father Alexander Fronczak of Wallington, who preached the sermon.

Another important milestone that occurred at this time was the purchase of the vacant Presbyte-
rian Church which adjoined the property of the school.

A memorable moment was reached on May 9, 1955, when through the efforts of the parishioners; 
the moment arrived when Archbishop Boland consecrated the Main Altar and the Altar of St. 
Joseph. With the consecration of the altars, full efforts were directed toward the completion of 
the hall in the basement of the new church. Through the ingenuity, direction, and long hours of 
labor of Henry Rzemieniewski, this task was completed at a very low cost and in a comparatively 
short period.

At the same time, consideration was given to the building of a new rectory and a campaign was 
instituted to collect funds for this goal. The response was most gratifying, enabling the start of 
construction which was completed by October, 1959.

In appreciation for all the help, sacrifices, and cooperation given by his loyal parishioners, Father 
Lankau had erected in front of the new rectory a shrine in honor of the Sacred Heart that would be 
a reminder to his flock that the Sacred Heart not only watched over them, but that it had indeed 
rewarded their labors with a parish complex that all could be proud of.

A highlight of the construction of the shrine was the visit of Archbishop Gawlina of Poland who, 
as a special guest of the parish, blessed the shrine. Before leaving New Jersey, Archbishop Gaw-
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lina offered up a Pontifical High Mass in the new church, which was followed by a Communion 
breakfast in his honor.

Those were happy days for the parish, and no one was happier than Father Lankau. He loved his 
people and was loved in return. But the years of sacrifice and hard work were taking their toll and 
his step was not as sprightly as when, as a young curate, he received the call to his pastorate. For 
his dedicated service, he was honored by His Holiness, Pope John XXIII, by his elevation to the 
dignity of Domestic Prelate on November 29, 1959. The investiture service took place on January 
3, 1960, in Sacred Heart Cathedral, Newark in the presence of his many friends, as well as Church 
dignitaries.

Monsignor Lankau had only two more earthly years at Sacred Heart of Jesus Parish. He was 
mourned by the entire parish when, on December 6, 1962, he was called to His eternal Kingdom 
to receive his reward for a life spent for the glory of God and the welfare of his people, the only 
reward Monsignor Lankau had ever sought.

All who speak of Monsignor Lankau agree, with fond remembrance, that it was not the building of 
a church and school that made him such a beloved priest. But, rather, it was that intangible quality, 
love and devotion to his God and his people. Always conscious of the needs of his parishioners, 
he was always there when needed, friendly, sincere, intense, and devoted. And, because of his 
dedication and love of the parish, he was buried at the foot of the Shrine he loved so well, so that 
he could be close to his flock in death, just as he was in life.

 Moving Onward

We live and we die. And dying in Christ and in the Church we know that life is everlasting and 
the work of the world and the church and the parish goes on in the name of God, for His work is 
never done.

And the life of the parish did go on. Within a few weeks the parishioners welcomed their new pastor, 
a man who was not only a priest and an administrator, but a scholar as well. Reverend Monsignor 
Michael I. Fronczak, LL.D., former professor of biology and head of the scientific department at 
Seton Hall University as well as the liaison officer to the newly established Seton Hall College of 
Medicine and Dentistry, was appointed to succeed Monsignor Lankau on April 6, 1963.

With the appointment of Monsignor Fronczak, a new chapter in the history of the parish began. 
Through his foresight and by the efforts of the various parish organizations and the parishioners 
themselves, the spiritual and material growth of parish gained momentum. The remodeling of 
the C.Y.O. building, which was formerly the purchased Presbyterian Church, was begun and the 
building converted to the primary use of the youth of the parish. A fire, however, destroyed the 
building in December, 1969, and shortly afterward it was completely razed to provide additional 
parking space for the parishioners. There are plans for a new C.Y.O. building to be constructed in 
the foreseeable future.

Under the able leadership of Monsignor Fronczak, the Sacred Heart of Jesus Parish became free 
of any debt — the property and buildings within this complex amounting to well over two million 
dollars.
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At the annual banquet in 1970 a second "Burning of the Mortgage" took place when it was an-
nounced that the final payment had been made on the new church building. The gala evening 
was made more memorable by the presence of Mrs. Stefanie Wojtanowicz, who represented the 
founders of the parish. Edward Sienkiewicz, Joseph Mikolajczyk, Peter Wierzbicki and John Mika 
represented the trustees and collectors. All the parishioners and guests assembled in the parish 
hall were once again thanked for their help and generosity in dissolving the parish debt just as they 
had done in years past.

Monsignor Fronczak, in assuming the post of pastor of Sacred Heart of Jesus Parish at a time of re-
newal in the Church, has moved the parish forward in the many activities that make up the Church 
in the modern world. He is ably assisted by Reverend Thomas Lewczak and Reverend Gerald Bajek, 
assistant pastors, who have cooperated with all to continue the great work begun by Monsignor 
Lankau and his parishioners.

They are proud of their parish and the role the people have assumed in keeping the life of the parish 
active and productive through its many organizations and societies.

The societies affiliated with the parish during the past fifty years have been the backbone of the 
social and charitable activities of the people, both young and old.

Even though much of the time of Monsignor Lankau and Monsignor Fronczak was dedicated to 
material concerns of the parish, in no way were the spiritual aspects neglected. By words and ex-
ample, they and their assistants nurtured religious vocations among the boys and girls of the parish.


