Before 1880, there were few Catholics residing in Southern Kentucky. However, the discovery of coal in the region, and the building of railroads, soon drew immigrants – including Catholics from Italy, Germany, France, and Ireland – to the region. Father Francis T. Marion of Knoxville presided at the first Mass at the home of Mrs. Sarah Montgomery in Jellico (then known as Smithburg) in 1882. He continued to care for the small Catholic community in and around Jellico until 1885.


Bishop Camillus Paul Maes, of Covington, called Fr. Paul Joseph Volk to serve the pastoral needs of this region. With $1100 from St. Boniface parish in Louisville, Fr. Volk and the growing Catholic community built a new church on the Kentucky side of Jellico – placing it under the patronage of St. Boniface, the Apostle of Germany, in thanksgiving for the aid received from their namesake parish in Louisville.


Because Fr. Volk could not remain with the congregation, Fr. N. N. Gosselin was named pastor in 1886 – the year that the church was completed. The first Mass was offered in the new church on August 22, 1886 – with forty of the faithful present.


The entire region came under the care of the priests from Jellico, including the Tennessee counties of Campbell and Claiborne. In 1890, a new church was built in East Bernstadt, and the priest from Jellico visited there monthly. Bishop Maes consecrated the church in Jellico on July 4, 1888 – while a number of parishioners were Confirmed and celebrated their First Communion.


The priests who served St. Boniface in these early years include: Rev. Gosselin (1886-7); Rev. Jerome Feys (1888-95); Rev. Charles Voellm (1890); Rev. B. Hoovenaers (1895); and Rev. Wendelin Goehrig (1897-99). This latter priest recorded the arrival of the first two women religious in the area – two Sisters of Loretto, Alice and Edith – in 1899.


The priests of St. Boniface continued to serve an extensive mission field, including four Kentucky counties and two adjoining counties in Tennessee. In 1899, the four churches in the region – 139 families including 333 children, and 107 single persons – came under the care of Benedictine monks from St. Bernard’s Abbey, Alabama. Under the care of Fr. Leo Mayer, OSB and Br. Aemilian Kopps, OSB, a school was built – with an ecumenical and interreligious student body numbering around 25 pupils at a time.


Over time, as the coalmines moved further away from Jellico, parishioners left the area to follow the jobs. Eventually, the Benedictines were called home and the parish came to be a mission under the care of Sacred Heart Church, Corbin, under the care of such pastors as John Modica, Clarence Heitzman, Raymond Broering, and Roger Arnsparger. St. Boniface has also enjoyed the continued service of dedicated associate pastors, women religious, and laity.  

In 1963, Our Lady of Perpetual Help, Williamsburg, was built and also became a mission church under the care of the pastor of Sacred Heart. In June 1990, when OLPH itself became a parish, pastoral care of St. Boniface was transferred to the new resident pastor in Williamsburg – Rev. Robert Damron.


In October of 1993, arsonists burned the over 100-year old Mother Church of the region to the ground. Demonstrating the same determination and pioneering spirit of their ancestors in faith, the community of St. Boniface chose to rebuild – and a new church was built by June 1996. 


The decreasing number of priests in this country has necessitated the restructuring of pastoral leadership over the past few years. In 1999, Fr. Damron also became Pastor of Sacred Heart Catholic Church in Corbin. In 2000, Frank Agnoli joined the staff as Pastoral Associate for OLPH and St. Boniface, becoming Pastoral Director of these two churches in 2001 – freeing Fr. Damron to concentrate on his ministry at Corbin. Fr. Dan Schwendeman joined Fr. Damron as Parochial Vicar at Sacred Heart, assisting him with his sacramental duties at these other two churches. On April 13, 2002, Frank Agnoli was ordained to the Diaconate. Currently, Fr. Mark Dreves (pastor at Sacred Heart, Corbin) and Fr. Thobias Sabariar, HGN (pastor at St. Gregory, Barbourville), serve the sacramental needs of St. Boniface.






