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ARCHIVIST’S REPORT ON THE POLK PLAQUE IN THE NARTHEX 

 

The following report is intended to be a summary of an examination of materials held in the Christ 
Church Cathedral Archives and of attempts to explore the topic further by means of other research, 
primarily on the internet.  The text is free of footnotes.  The materials used, however, are available for 
examination to interested parties.  The report is intended to be informative, but not conclusive, of the 
issue before the Vestry.  

Part I:  LEONIDAS POLK 

Born into a prominent and prosperous North Carolina family and educated in Episcopal schools, Polk 
attended West Point, graduating in the Class of 1827.  Greatly influenced in his senior year by Rev. 
Charles P. McIlvaine, the newly-arrived chaplain, Polk and one other student were the first cadets to be 
baptized at West Point.  After graduation, he resigned his military commission and entered the Virginia 
Theological Seminary.  He was ordained a priest in 1831.  Because of health issues, his wife and he 
moved to Tennessee where he served a small church.  The Episcopal General Convention in 1838 chose 
him to be the Missionary Bishop of the Southwest, and thus in charge of a 500,000 square mile area that 
included Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, Indian Territory, and the Republic of Texas.  Because 
of the latter jurisdiction, he is officially recognized as the first foreign missionary of the Episcopal church.   

Polk was installed as a Bishop in Christ Church, Cincinnati, on December 9, 1938.  The location of his 
installation was no doubt influenced by the fact that his mentor Rev. McIlvaine had become the Second 
Bishop of Ohio.  In addition to McIlvaine, the other attending bishops included Otey of Tennessee, Smith 
of Kentucky, and Meade of Virginia.  (Please note the latter name.)  

Three years later, Polk was chosen as the Bishop of Louisiana and relinquished his duties in the other 
territories.  Residing in New Orleans, he became an influential force within the church.  Among his major 
accomplishments was his leading role in the establishment of the University of the South in Sewanee, 
Tennessee.  

Following Louisiana’s succession in 1861, Polk worked to create the Protestant Episcopal Church in the 
Confederate States of America.  During a visit to Richmond, Jefferson Davis, a West Point classmate, 
urged Polk to accept a commission as a Major General in the Confederate army. When questioned 
whether a Bishop could accept such a role, Polk famously replied that he was not discarding his Bishop’s 
Robe, but was buckling “the sword over the gown.” 

Although admired as a Bishop and loved by his men, Polk’s military career was checkered.  Hesitant to 
obey orders and slow in execution, some historians today consider him one of the worst Southern 
generals in the war.  He was killed at Pine Mountain, Georgia, in 1864 by a shell fired by an Ohio artillery 
unit.  (For a connection to Christ Church, see the 1967 history at pages 34-35.)  Originally buried in 
Augusta, Georgia, his body and that of his wife were re-interred in 1945 in Christ Church Cathedral, New 
Orleans,  
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Part II:  THE PLAQUE AT CHRIST CHURCH 

The church records do not reveal where the idea of the Polk plaque originated – whether within the 
church or by outside persons.  It was linked, however, to the meeting of the Episcopal National Council 
meeting which was scheduled to be held in Cincinnati in 1963.  (The name of this council was changed in 
1964 to the Executive Council of the Episcopal Church.)  In a letter written in 2001 by Ruth Avram, the 
rector’s secretary in 1963 and later Archivist of Christ Church, she states that the rector “felt very 
strongly that there should be a memorial to Bishop Polk in our church.”  

The Vestry minutes of the period contain only four references relative to the plaque.  At the Christ 
Church Vestry meeting of April 12, 1962, Rector Morris Arnold informed the Vestry of    

 Plans for a Service Sunday, October 13, 1963, in honor of Leonidas Polk, consecrated 12/09/ 
 1863 [sic] as Bishop for the Republic of Texas, after the National Council meeting in Cincinnati 
 scheduled for October 10-12, 1963  . . . . 

At the Vestry meeting of September 13, 1962, it was reported that the Presiding bishop would attend 
“the 125th anniversary of Leonidas Polk.” 

At the Vestry meeting of April 4, 1963, it was recorded:  

 [The Rector] Mr. Arnold discussed the forthcoming commemorative service in October of the 
 125th anniversary of the consecration of Bishop Leonidas Polk as the first foreign missionary 
 Bishop.  The question of a suitable memorial for this occasion and for the 50th anniversary of the 
 beginning of the Faith and Order movement was referred to a committee of the Junior Warden 
 and the memorials committee.” 

The last mention of this service in the Vestry minutes was on September 12, 1963, when 

 The Rector announced that a dinner would be held October 12th in conjunction with the meeting 
 of the National Council of the Episcopal Church here on October 10-12, and in conjunction with 
 the 125th anniversary of the beginning of the foreign missionary movement of the Episcopal 
 Church and the consecration of Bishop Leonidas Polk.  The Memorials Committee reported that 
 a suitable memorial would be installed in the Church. 

The bas-relief bust of Bishop Polk was done by Mr. Michael Skop, a faculty member of the Art Academy 
of Cincinnati, who would also later execute the sculpture “Messengers of God” found beneath the 
Rubens painting in the Centennial Chapel.  It is not disclosed who paid for the plaque. 

A “Service of Dedication of the Leonidas Polk Memorial” was held on October 13, 1963, as part of the 
morning service.  Processing to the Narthex, Bishop Blanchard of the Diocese of Southern Ohio, gave a 
prayer which concluded with the words 

 [W[e give Thee this plaque with the figure of Leonidas Polk, which we dedicate to the glory of 
 Thy Name, for the adornment of Thy temple and the edification of Thy people, that thereon 
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 with reverence and spiritual understanding, many will be inspired to give their lives to Thee in 
 missionary service through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.   

The sermon was delivered by Bishop Daniel Corrigan, the Bishop of Colorado.  The Offertory hymn was 
“Let all the world in every corner sing, My God and King,”, and the final hymn was “Jesus Shall Reign 
Where’er the Sun.”  

[Note;  Bishop Corrigan was member of the National Council and, as head of the Home Department, was 
responsible for domestic missionary programs.  He would later be known for his civil rights activities. He 
protested the war in Vietnam, was arrested protesting a segregated amusement park, sat with Martin 
Luther King at the “I Have a Dream” speech, advocated for the ordination of gays and women, and was 
censured in 1974 for his role in ordaining 11 women priests.  He died in 1994.]  

 

Part III:  OBSERVATIONS 

There seems little doubt that Leonidas Polk took both of duties as a Bishop and as a General seriously,  
seeing no conflict between the two.  His position on slavery is conflicted.  Some sources describe him as 
anti-slavery, noting his efforts to educate slaves and to attend to their spiritual and physical needs.  On 
the other hand, he was a slave owner himself, owning up to 400 slaves, many resulting from his wife’s 
inheritance of family slaves in North Carolina.  No source indicated that he freed any of his slaves. 

As to the plaque itself, however, an examination of the church records suggests that the primary intent 
of the plaque was not to honor Polk himself , but to celebrate the missionary efforts of the Episcopal 
Church.  The vestry records indicate the reason for the dedication was to celebrate the 125th anniversary 
of the first foreign missionary of the church.  Presumably, if another individual had been elected the 
Missionary Bishop of the Southwest, his image would have appeared on the plaque.   

Furthermore, a notice in the Christ Church Bulletin dated October 13, 1963, refers to the service as 
“commemorating the 125th anniversary of the beginning of the foreign missionary movement of the 
Episcopal Church in 1838 when Bishop Leonidas Polk was consecrated here.”    Another announcement a 
week earlier referred to the plaque as “a memorial to Leonidas Polk, the first foreign missionary bishop 
of the Episcopal Church.”  The portion of the prayer quoted above and the choice of music at the 
dedication also emphasize the missionary theme.  There is no record of the sermon.   It is noted that one 
of Polk’s descendants did attend the service and donated a pulpit Bible which is still in the History Room 
collection.             

One other fact should also be noted --  that there is a second plaque on the Narthex floor next to the 
Polk plaque.  I have not yet discovered when it was placed there or under what circumstances.  It is 
dedicated to Charles Henry Brent, a noted Episcopal missionary and Bishop.  Born and ordained in 
Canada, he was elected by the House of Bishops in 1901 as the Missionary Bishop of the Philippines.  
While serving in that capacity, he campaigned against the opium trade and sat on several international 
committees devoted to stamping out opium trafficking.  He turned down three elections to bishoprics in 
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the United States during that time in order to concentrate on his missionary work.  He did serve, 
however as the Senior Chaplain for the American Armed forces in Europe during World War II.   

The General Convention of the Episcopal Church was held in Cincinnati in 1910.  At that meeting, Brent 
was chosen as the Church’s  delegate to the World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh to be held later 
that year – the event celebrated by the plaque.  Accepting a call to be the Bishop of Western New York 
in 1918, he continued his ecumenical efforts ,helping to organize the first World Conference on Faith 
and Order in Lausanne, Switzerland in 1927 – a meeting that would eventually result in the creation of 
the World Council of Churches.  His reputation was such that his death was reported on the front page 
of the Cincinnati Enquirer on March 28, 1929.  

Viewed together, these two plaques can be seen as a “Missionary Corner” in the Narthex, celebrating 
the sending forth from Cincinnati of two missionaries to do the church’s work.  As such, they are not 
memorials to the two men depicted, but are commemorative plaques to events which took place in our 
church and city.  

 

Dennis Harrell, Archivist 
January 2018         

 


