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U N I V E R S I T Y  PA R I S H

Despite unprecedented challenges, St. Al’s had a great beginning to the fall semester during 
outreach to new and returning students. Student leaders got creative with outdoor activities 
including giant croquet, bean bag tournaments, night hikes, paddling on the river, and more.
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Greetings from Houghton!  I have to say, the Fall Semester is actually off to a really great start!  
I’m not sure I expected to be able to say that in mid-August as we were getting ready for this wild 
ride, but, praise God, it’s true!

We have had high levels of student participation, especially from all the students new to campus!  Even as we have been careful 
to follow social-distancing practices, we’ve still been able to have some really great events outdoors, and many well-attended and 
deeply prayerful liturgies.

One thing we’ve introduced to St. Al’s are a number of canoeing events on local waterways using a fleet of somewhat bedraggled 
used canoes!  It’s pretty hard to get within six feet of the other person in your canoe, so it comes with a margin of COVID-safety built 
right in.

I’m particularly grateful for the way that small group ministry has grown in recent years, because that’s the very thing that is most 
needed and most possible in the midst of this pandemic.  At our Catholic houses, in our dozens of weekly Bible studies, in Sr. Jac-
queline’s Zoom-based Bible Classes, and in over 25 hours of weekly Eucharistic Adoration, we are helping students connect with 
each other, and with the Lord.

Thank you for continuing to support St. Al’s in prayer and financially, the students on this campus need faith-filled support and 
growth like never before.  Come Holy Spirit, guide us!

PA S T O R ’ S  N O T E

Fr Ben
HA S S E

HAVE YOU THOUGHT ABOUT MONTHLY GIVING TO ST. AL'S?  This 
year has brought plenty of uncertainty, but St. Al’s has been fortunate to con-
tinue ministering to students in serious and significant ways. A big reason 
the ministry has been able to carry on without missing a step is because of 
the more than 230 people who have joined the St. Al’s Living Faith Society by 
making a recurring monthly donation.

Recurring online monthly donations make it easy for you to support the 
ministry and the students affected by it. They also allow the ministry to plan 
and budget, so that when new needs arise the ministry can act on them. 

This year some of those new needs in response 
to Covid have included increased cleaning 
supplies, replacing the weekly Sunday donut 
order with pre-packaged ice cream bars, and 
tents for sheltered outdoor meeting space.

Please prayerfully consider making a recur-
ring monthly gift to support this mission of 
bringing the Gospel to campus by visiting 
mtucatholic.org/give

Stewardship Update

BREAKING NEWS! St. Al’s Knights 
win award. In mid-September, the 
Knights of Columbus Campus Council 
#17237 won the Outstanding College 
Council Award, the highest award given 
to a college council every year. Fr. Dustin 
was instrumental in founding the council 
and in their success. Fr. Tom is already 
working closely with the council this fall. 
Photo by Stefany Mae Photography



Welcome
Fr. Tom!

FR. TOM MERKEL (pictured above, center) began to think about being a priest in kindergarten, after he decided he didn’t 
want to become a garbage man, he jokes.

“I grew up seeing faithful priests in my home parish in Iron Mountain and at our Catholic school but also saw my parents 
and my grandparents live faithful lives,” he says. “It made me take my faith seriously.”

An active youth group, Youth Encounter, and retreats helped him to stay anchored to his faith. When he attended college 
at Northern Michigan University, he became involved in Campus Ministry when Fr. Ben Hasse was beginning his priestly 
ministry. 

“I attended Holy Hours and started thinking more about seminary and being open to what the Lord wanted me to do with 
my life.”

After graduating from NMU with an accounting degree, he decided to pursue the path to priesthood and enter seminary at 
Sacred Heart Major Seminary in Detroit. 

During a retreat with the Institute of Priestly Formation, he learned how to pray, to look forward to praying and how to be 
open to the Lord during Holy Hour. Those helped him to continue his discernment and his ordination to a transitional dea-
con and then to a priest in June 2020.

His first assignment is to minister to the parishes of St. Albert the Great University Parish, Houghton and St. Anne’s, Chassell, 
serving college students and the communities.

“It is very humbling being a priest right now,” he says. “I have to rely on the Lord so much and keep trusting in Him.” 

He has enjoyed working with the Chapel Rats and the FOCUS missionaries at St. Al’s and visiting the homebound for both 
parishes. Fr. Tom enjoys playing the piano and his favorite books are The Way of the Pilgrim (a Russian spiritual classic), 
anything Star Wars, and Odd Thomas by Dean Koontz.

“It is exciting to be here with Fr. Ben. I am doing a lot of firsts in my ministry. I am so thankful for the time I have had already 
to meet new people.”



G r a d u a t e  S t u d e n t

OUTREACH

Thomas and I met in 2017 when we 
were both placed as FOCUS Mis-
sionaries at Michigan Tech. Last fall, 
after we both had served two years 
and married in the summer, Thomas 
began graduate school here at Tech 
while I continued with FOCUS, tran-
sitioning from serving undergradu-
ate students to graduate students. As 
a family, we strive to live as mission-
ary disciples, living out God’s plan for 
the family to be an institution com-

mitted to answering the call to evangelize. Now we have a daughter, Lucille Joan, 
whose life has intensified this call even further.

In the graduate ministry, our goal is to “win, build, and send” graduate students 
to live as missionary disciples wherever they go after graduation. Because of the 
diverse ethnicities, age ranges, and rigor of the grad programs, our outreach has 
to take a different form. The main component of the “win” stage capitalizes on 
the very differences that makes the ministry unique. Our weekly grad dinner, 
for example, allows for natural mentorship between people who are in different 
stages of life, cultural sharing, and is a peaceful repose from the labors of graduate 
school by sharing a prepared meal together.

Last year, the first year of the graduate ministry, Thomas and I worked to build up 
a foundational group of students who frequently shared their lives with one an-
other; it is through relationship that we come to know Christ's friendship and we 
desire to invite others into that friendship as well. To form a community, Thomas 
and I invited students to share in weekly dinners at our home, dove into scriptures 
together at weekly women’s and men’s Bible studies in order to “build” them up 
in the faith, met one-on-one with students, and made invitations to Mass and the 
Sacraments. 

We will continue with our “win” and “build” events while also deeply investing 
in committed students, teaching them how to grow in their daily prayer life and 
propelling them forward so that they can answer their own missionary call in the 
ways that Jesus is asking them. In this way, they, too, can be “sent” out to cast their 
nets out into the deep. 

Thank you for your prayers for and financial support of St. Al’s and the students 
here; without you, we would not be able to reach as many as we do!

St. Al’s welcomes seven FOCUS 
missionaries this year to serve 
the students: Kelsey McCullough, 
Allie Ripplinger, MaKenna 
Ketter, Evan Murtha, Ben Borash, 
Katherine Stevenson, and 
Adriane Limmex. In addition, 
Zoë LaLonde and Zach Smith, 
Michigan Tech students who 
will graduate in December, have 
already been hired and trained 
by FOCUS and will be assigned to 
campuses in January.

FOCUS missionaries are 
conducting Bible studies in-
person and online as well as 
individual mentoring. The team 
(pictured below) is led by Kelsey, 
new to St Al’s. She is starting her 
fourth year as a team director 
with FOCUS.

“I am excited to get back to my 
northern roots,“ Kelsey said. “The 
thought of snowshoeing and 
adventures makes me excited! 
I am looking forward to going 
onto campus to invite more into 
Life with Christ. Bible Studies are 
some of my favorite things to do.”

By Allie Ripplinger



“The grad ministry at St. Al’s has been like a home to me. It is a place where I always feel welcomed and belong. Over the past 
year, I have enjoyed the fellowship over our weekly dinner where we spent time getting to know each other, appreciating 
the diversity among our group, supporting and encouraging each other to walk in the way of Christ while having very busy 
research schedules. My favorite part of the ministry was the Bible study. We discussed both the obvious and hard topics in great 
detail, and we applied what we learned to our lives. We shared our “up” and “down” moments together, and we kept each other 
accountable.”

Sura-attha “Wynn” Umasangtongkul, Chemistry PhD student

“By providing a quiet, calm, environment at fun events like board game nights, campfires, dinners, and more, the graduate min-
istry at St. Al’s is helping me to grow in faith, morals, and virtue. At these events, social interactions are not necessarily about 

school or technical and scientific things. Instead, edification in charity is what often happens, truth is the common currency, 
and faith is encouraged to come alive and get activated. Grounded by the sacraments, especially the Eucharist, brought to us 
by the faithful priests of St. Al’s, priorities are affirmed, virtue is fostered, and questions of faith and theology can be asked 
and answered. To study the works of the personal, creator God is fun and a delight. The ministry to grad students at St. Al’s 

has only supported my studies and engagement in that pursuit.”

Daniel Kestner, Physics PhD student

“I have often heard that people tend to lose their faith during college, but the opposite was true for me. My faith has only 
increased during this time in my life, and the graduate ministry at St. Al’s has been wonderful in helping me to grow deeper 
in my faith. Life as a graduate student is a stressful one, and many times I feel that I am all alone in my troubles and my 
sufferings. Joining a graduate student Bible study has helped me to grow in my love and understanding of God and his Word. 
Hearing everyone’s different sufferings or graces that they received helped me to see that I am not alone in my sufferings and 
that God loves each one of us for who we are.”

Elsa Schwartz, Forestry Masters student

“The graduate ministry has changed my life. When I first started grad school at Michigan Tech, I felt a little lonely, all my good 
friends had graduated and were moving on with their lives while I had just committed to at least three more years of school. I 

visited St. Al’s, often praying for new friends and searching for motivation to continue with my graduate degree. I found the 
graduate ministry and have met other graduate students and have continued to grow in my relationship with God. I have 
met wonderful people who are always willing to encourage other grad students in their journey and have the desire to seek 
holiness in their daily lives.”

Natalia Parra Alvarez, Chemical Engineering PhD student

“When I would find it challenging to balance my activities with prayer, talking about it with my friends from Bible study helped 
me figure out ways that I could manage to have a place for Jesus in my daily life. Not having my family here with me, it feels 
great to have a community who become your family away from home. One of my most memorable moments is a prayer that 
Allie shared with me; St. Thomas of Aquinas’ student prayer. It’s a very encouraging prayer that I say before any study session.” 

Maria Kwesiga, Biomedical Engineering PhD student

In their words...



It is significant that campus ministry, especially in the U.S., is entrusted to the care of St. 
John Henry Newman, one of the great theological minds of the modern era.  St. Al's started 
as the Newman Club, and then became the Newman House before it was erected as a ca-
nonical parish.  St. John Henry Newman is known for his erudition, agile mind, and deep 
study of Christian truth.

More recently, St. John Paul the Great wrote a very impactful document on priestly forma-
tion titled, "Pastores Dabo Vobis," which means "Shepherds I will give you."  In it he out-
lines four pillars of priestly formation: intellectual, spiritual, human, and pastoral.  These 
four pillars are actually really helpful in thinking about any kind of Christian formation, 
including campus ministry.  

We aspire to form our students into virtuous men and women (human), we want them to 
grow in prayer and friendship with the Lord (spiritual), we want to form their minds in the 
Truth (intellectual), and we seek to prepare them for their vocations, and to live the Chris-
tian life in practical ways (pastoral).

At St. Al's, there are a number of ways we seek to provide intellectual formation: talks at Friday Night Fireside Fellowship, 
our parish library (dedicated to St. John Henry Newman), abundant literature at the Church entrances, our FOCUS Bible 
Studies, and Sr. Jacqueline's Bible Classes.  Recently, there has been an organic movement to explore philosophical topics in 
light of the faith led by students and Michigan Tech philosophy professor, Dr. Michael Bowler.

The group digs deeper into Catholic philosophy and has studied Etienne Gilson's Spirit of Mediaeval Philosophy and also John 
Newman's Grammar of Assent. This fall semester they are reading Joseph Ratzinger's Introduction to Christianity.  

Dr. Bowler says few Catholics have an opportunity to delve into the Catholic intellectual tradition. “This is very unfortunate 
because one thing that distinguishes Catholicism is the wealth, depth, and breadth of its intellectual, philosophical, and theo-
logical tradition. American society and culture is becoming increasingly secular and in some cases aggressively atheistic. Our 
young adults need an understanding of their Catholic intellectual tradition to meet the challenge this represents.”

Patrick McFall, a mathematics graduate student at Michigan Tech, first met Dr. Bowler in fall 2016 during a Philosophy of 
Religion class. “I vividly remember he asked the class ‘Can God do evil?’ and I answered his question with ‘A perfect Being 
doing something imperfect is as meaningless as a circular square’.  This was the beginning of a journey of many discussions 
between us, and Dr. Bowler has always been very good at explaining difficult ideas.”

McFall says the philosophy group helps students to grapple with difficult questions in faith and reason, see how great Chris-
tian thinkers in the past have answered them, and then discuss.

“I have made friends at these discussions, and now when I run into them on campus or at church we sometimes continue 
these discussions from where we left off,” he says. “I have found philosophy and theology to be the most interesting content to 
put my mind to work on. We can 'seek and find the Truth' but also through humility let the 'Truth find us lost sheep.' I pray 
for a long life of learning and the humility to open my heart to be found.”

Dr. Bowler says he enjoys having philosophical and theological discussions with St. Al's students. “I feel called to mentor 
college students into the richness and wealth of the Catholic philosophical, theological, and intellectual tradition. Mentoring 
St. Al's students is one of the best ways I can give back a little bit of what I have been given. I feel it is one of the more 
important things that I could do with my life.”

FORMING THE MIND FORChrist



As you can well-imagine, the pandemic has somewhat slowed progress on St. Al’s 
Multiply the Mission Campaign in recent months. It’s certainly not something we 
had in the plan! Nonetheless, it is amazing that we are already homing in on the 
$2 million mark for pledges to the campaign. A big thank you to everyone who 
has already made a gift!

The early fruits of the campaign have continued to be a great blessing! During the 
strictest part of the lockdown in March and April, the relocated priest residence, 
the extra meeting rooms, and the attic all ended up being of great benefit!

We could never have imagined that the south-facing attic windows would become 
the epicenter of the parish’s spiritual life during those weeks. One of the endur-
ing images of the pandemic for our community will be Fr. Dustin leaning out the 
window to give benediction with the Blessed Sacrament.

Our FOCUS Team this fall is the biggest it’s ever been due to expanded support 
from the campaign.  It is crucial when many of our bigger social events are cur-
tailed to be all the better able to reach students in small group settings.

We need your help to get to the finish line! If you haven’t already made a pledge 
to the campaign, please visit multiplythemission.org for all the campaign details 
and updates, as well as easy access to giving materials.  

Reaching the overall campaign goal will empower St. Al’s ministry through:
•	 Expanded	music	ministry
•	 Improvements	 to	 the	Chapel	Rat	Residence,	 the	 Parish	Offices,	 the	 Parish	

Hall, and the Lower Entrance
•	 Sustainable	long-term	funding	through	the	St.	Al’s	Endowment.

MULTIPLYTHEMISSION.ORG

RAISED SO FAR
$1,828,024 

58% of the goal

TOTAL GOAL
$3,141,592.65

MULTIPLY
THE

MISSION

Multiply the Mission
THE CAMPAIGN FOR ST. AL'S

Todd and Theresa Gross attended Mass at St. Al’s periodically as students while 
attending Michigan Tech in the 1980s, but the couple didn’t get involved in the 
ministry.

“We donate now to St. Al’s because we understand what we missed out on,” 
Todd says. “It’s easy to lose your connection to God in college. You’re on your 
own for the first time, and start making a lot of decisions that are outside of the 
guidance of your parents and family. It is vital to stay connected to God’s love 
and grace during this pivotal time in your life.”

The couple’s son attends Michigan Tech and St. Al’s. They support St. Al’s be-
cause they have seen first-hand how he has benefited from the ministry. 

“While God loves our children much more than we ever could, we see the St. Al’s community as an extension of our family that 
provides the values and support our son needs during this time of his life. Our support is small in comparison to what we receive.”

Andrew, shown at a family wedding on the right, is a junior at Michigan Tech.



ST. ALBERT THE GREAT UNIVERSITY PARISH

411 MacInnes Drive

Houghton, Michigan 49931-1198

CHANGE SERVICE REQUESTED

WANT A FREE ST. AL'S T-SHIRT? 
Visit mtucatholic.org/tshirt

VISIT MTUCATHOLIC.ORG/BLOG
for more pictures and articles

CHANGE OF ADDRESS?
Visit mtucatholic.org/address

FIND US ON SOCIAL MEDIA!
facebook.com/stagmtu
St. Al's Alumni and Friends

Facebook “f ” Logo CMYK / .eps Facebook “f ” Logo CMYK / .eps

Share your memories. Send them to 
sarah@mtucatholic.org

GIVEN THE NEED  to restrict car pooling and indoor gatherings, this fall St. Al's has refocused on outdoor events close to town. 
A recent Friday Night Fireside Fellowship included Mass, Little Caesar's pizza served outside and a "Sunset Cruise" along the Portage 
in canoes. Your regular support makes these kinds of adaptations possible.


