
TUSCALOOSA, Ala.– In the common room of the St. Francis student center, tables are 

carefully decorated with purple and green beads and Mardi Gras masks. At the far end of the 

room, the altar is set up for mass. In the cramped back kitchen, Susan Nelms, 60, pours a pot of 

rice into a serving dish and pulls her sausage and beans out of the oven.  

“I’ve burned my hands so many times it doesn’t even bother me anymore,” Nelms says, 

laughing. Tonight, she’s cooking the meal St. Francis hosts after the student mass every Tuesday. 

Susan Nelms is the head of Campus Ministry at the University of Alabama’s St. Francis 

Catholic Church. She has worked for the Catholic Church for 24 years, and the last four have 

been at St. Francis.  While she’s worked on campus, the student congregation at St. Francis has 

more than doubled in size. 

The Tuesday mass is just one of many weekly events that Nelms coordinates at the 

student center. From the Monday Spiritual Studies, to Thursday movie and game nights, Nelms 

hosts an activity to bring the community together almost every night of the week. She also stays 

up-to-date on technology to keep students informed about St. Francis’ events.  

  “She basically does everything,” said Elizabeth Rust, 20, at the Mardi Gras festivities. 

“She’s always working to put things together for us.” Rust noted that Nelms started many of the 

church-sponsored activities herself, including the community service group that works on new 

projects every semester. 

While the youth population of the Catholic Church has been declining worldwide for 

decades, Nelms humbly pointed out that St. Francis’ student congregation has been growing 

rapidly over the past year or so.  

“There needs to be opportunities that interest young Catholics” said Nelms. “They need 

to feel welcome, not just by the staff, but by their peers.”  



Though Catholic students are greatly outnumbered by those of other religions and 

denominations, the attendance at St. Francis is the second only to the Baptist religious center on 

campus. Nelms attributes the healthy Catholic community to the University’s diversity and the 

abundance of out-of-state students.  

When it comes to communicating with the Catholic students, Nelms calls Facebook her 

primary tool.  

“People make fun of me,” said Nelms about her online notifications. “What’s the 

expression? I ‘blow up their timeline!’” While she worries that her frequent posts can get 

bothersome, students said that her social media presence is effective. 

“When I first got here, I knew what was going on,” said Savannah Bernal, 20, about the 

St. Francis Facebook group. “I was already getting invited to things.” 

The Facebook group has over 1,200 members, and includes invitations for events and 

reminders of Catholic holy days and observations.  

Most Tuesday masses and meals have over 50 students who attend, and each one is 

invited to share their thoughts on the Gospel. Many of them take the opportunity to discuss their 

faith openly with their peers.  

“I think they’re just great, great students” said Nelms. “I admire all of them for keeping 

the faith alive.” 
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