
FATHERWASHINGTONMASS

On Sunday, February 5, 2023 Saint Stephen’s will
celebrate the Annual Father Washington and the
Four Chaplains Mass. 2023 is the 80th anniversary
of the sinking of the USAT Dorchester. The Mass
will be at 12:00 noon. All are cordially welcomed!

Bishop Gregory Studerus will preside and preach.
Attendees will include family and friends of the he-
roic chaplains, veterans and active service personnel
of the U.S. Military, First Responders, Scouts and
Clergy. We hope you will be there too.

On February 3, 1943, the United States Army
Transport ship, Dorchester, was torpedoed in the wa-
ters of the North Atlantic by a German U-Boat. As
the ship began to sink beneath the icy surface, four

men moved about the troops offering comfort and encouragement. They gave up their
life jackets for others and with locked arms, they prayed as the ship they stood upon
sank. The men were the chaplains on the ship – a Rabbi, Alexander Goode; two
Protestant ministers, Reverend George Fox and Reverend Clark Poling; and a Catholic
priest, Father John P. Washington. Fr. John P. Washington’s last assignment before
being deployed into the army was here at St Stephen’s. (For biographies of the Chap-
lains, please see page 7)

On 19 December 1944, each was awarded
the Purple Heart and the Distinguished Ser-
vice Cross. In 1948, the U.S. Postal Service
issued a commemorative stamp in their hon-
or, and Congress designated 3 February as
“Four Chaplains Day.” Twelve years later,
Congress created the Four Chaplains’ Medal,
which was presented to their survivors by
Secretary of the Army Wilber M. Brucker on
18 January 1961 at Fort Myer, Virginia.

St Stephen’s is the home of the Archdiocesan
Sanctuary of the Four Chaplains. We house
the Four Chaplain Chapel within the Church
and the Monument of the USAT Dorchester
has recently been refurbished.

For more information on The Four Chaplains, visit
our website and the Four Chaplain Foundation’s site:
www.ststephenkearny.com/father-washington and
www.fourchaplians.org
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John P. Washington, born in Newark, NJ, on 18 July
1908, was eldest of seven children. He was the product
tough of Irish neighborhoods, where he almost lost his
sight to a BB gun accident, nearly died of fever, and
then lost his sister Mary to a sudden illness. By the age
of seven, John was on the path to the priesthood. After
attending Catholic elementary and high schools, he en-
tered the seminary in Darlington, NJ, and was ordained
on 15 June 1935,at the age of 27. He moved to St. Ste-
phen’s in Arlington, NJ. Father Washington was initial-
ly turned down by the Navy after Pearl Harbor because
of his poor eyesight. Disappointed but not defeated,
Washington went to the Army. This time, when it came
to the eye test, he covered up his bad eye both times
when reading the eye chart, correctly assuming that the
doctors would be too busy to pay much attention. He
hoped that God would forgive his subterfuge.

Alexander D. Goode was born on 10 May 1911, the son
of a rabbi. In high school he earned medals in tennis,
swimming, and track, and was an excellent student.
From his earliest days, he planned to follow in his fa-
ther’s footsteps as a rabbi. Virtually penniless as a col-
lege student during the Great Depression, Alexander
contemplated quitting school and giving up on his
dream to become a rabbi, but he believed that it was
God’s plan for him to pursue a religious vocation. For
much of his youth, he served in the National Guard to
help make ends meet. He was later assigned to the Beth
Israel synagogue of York, PA, where he excelled in
ecumenicalism, crossing the divide between religions.
In January 1941, the Navy turned down Rabbi Goode’s
application to become a chaplain, but the Army Air
Forces accepted him after Pearl Harbor.

George L. Fox was born on 15 March 1900 in Lewis-
ton, PA, and grew up in Altoona in a Catholic family.
His rough childhood under the tyranny of an abusive
father shaped him. Determined to escape, he enlisted to
serve in World War I before finishing high school. He
abandoned Catholicism due to his inability to reconcile
the church’s teachings with the abuse he received at
home and a desire to leave his past behind. While in
VT, he joined the American Legion and would become
state chaplain and historian. He was ordained a Method-
ist minister on 10 June 1934. The oldest of the four
chaplains, he too was drawn back to the army after
Pearl Harbor. He returned to active duty at the age of
42.

Clark V. Poling was born on 7 August 1910 into a
prominent family that had produced six generations of
ministers. There was never any doubt that he would
become the seventh generation of his family to enter the
ministry. he became pastor of the First Reformed
Church in Schenectady, NY. When Japan attacked Pearl
Harbor, Reverend Poling volunteered to become a
chaplain. Before he departed for the service, his father
reminded him of the high casualty rate of chaplains in
World War I. The younger Poling downplayed the dan-
ger, confident that God’s will was to keep him safe
while he served others.

In November 1942, the four chaplains were all together
for the first time. On February 3, 1943, the United
States Army Transport ship, Dorchester, was torpedoed
by a German submarine.

On the top deck, Father Washington gave absolution to
soldiers as they went over the side. Walter Miller, afraid
to jump into the sea heard a terror-filled plaintive voice
repeating, “I can’t find my life jacket.” Turning toward
that voice, Miller clearly heard Chaplain Fox say,
“Here’s one, soldier.” Then Miller witnessed Fox re-
move his life jacket and put it on the soldier. At the
same time, Navy Lieutenant John Mahoney cursed him-
self for leaving his boxing gloves in his quarters. Chap-
lain Goode stopped him from returning for the gloves,
saying, “Don’t bother Mahoney. I have another pair.
You can have these.” Goode then removed the gloves
from his hands and gave them to Mahoney. Mahoney
later realized that a man preparing to abandon ship
probably would not carry a second pair of gloves.
Many of the survivors reported similar encounters with
one or more of the chaplains. They seemed to be every-
where on the deck until the very end. Many survivors
reported that the four chaplains locked arms and prayed
in unison as the ship sank. These four Army chaplains
sacrificed themselves for the soldiers and the God that
they served. Dozens were rescued from the seas.

The Four Chaplains of the USAT Dorchester
The Lord tells us: “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” John 15:13
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The Four Chaplains on the USAT
Dorchester, Monument on the
grounds of St Stephen’s Church

Biography source: No Greater Glory: The Four Chaplains and the Sinking of
the USAT Dorchester
Written By: Command Sergeant Major James H. Clifford, USA-Ret.


