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A glimpse of some fall events. Clockwise from the top: a day hike at the mouth of the Huron River, along 
the cliff at Cliff Drive, Thanksgiving Break hike on Bald Mountain in the Huron Mountains, and St. Al's four 
costume winners at the Halloween Party (St. Hubert's deer, Forrest Gump and Jenny, and a Roman Centurion).
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Greetings from Houghton! Happy New Year! I think we’re all praying 
fervently that 2021 will be different than 2020.

With that said, I am overjoyed to be able to say that 2020 was a very fruitful year 
at St. Al’s despite all the challenges. Indeed, God draws good out of all things. 
We give you a glimpse of some of those stories in this newsletter: mini-retreats, 
silent retreats online, LOTS of Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, and a lot of 
time surrounded by the beauty of God’s Creation!

I am so grateful to you, our faithful supporters; to our amazing student leaders; 
and to our faithful and generous year-round parishioners. By the power of the 
Holy Spirit, we have stayed together through the storms! May God keep us 
together in His love in 2021!

Please put Pi Day 2021 (3/14/21) on your calendars - we’ll be having our first-ever 
Virtual Gala!  It promises to be a lot of fun.  See the next page for more details!
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its ministry with many updates and improvements. All of this is thanks 
to the generous support of alumni, parents, and friends like YOU!

Some recent initiatives have included: 

• New pews and flooring in the chapel
• The addition of a second story above the Chapel Rat residence to 

increase student meeting rooms and office space for staff
• Adding a second priest on staff
• The addition of a FOCUS team to the staff, and the growth of that 

team
• Pandemic pivots, such as the purchase of a fleet of canoes and an 

outdoor projector for drive-in movies, to keep the ministry going 
even with social distancing.

We are so thankful for you and all of the 
ways you have provided for this ministry 
both financially and with your prayers! 
It is because of YOU that a large and 
growing number of students are having 
an encounter with the Gospel during 
their college years. THANK YOU!

Stewardship Update

Thank you to the 42 donors who 
made gifts to St. Al's as part of 
#iGiveCatholic and Giving Tuesday 
(four additional gifts came in the 
mail and helped us greatly exceed 
our goal)! You helped us to raise 
$6,509.75 and surpass the goal of 
$4,180! Your gift will provide much-
needed maintenance and repairs 
to our organ. Students will be able 
to play on the refurbished organ at 
Mass and then share their talents 
with parishes like yours when they 
graduate! 

To support St. Al’s, please visit:
mtucatholic.org/give



St. Al’s is hosting a free virtual gala on Sunday, March 14 at 6:30pm EDT to 
celebrate our campus ministry! Learn more about how we have adapted to 
offer events and ministry to our students during a time of pandemic. 

The digital gala will be short and sweet (30 minutes) and will include:
Student Testimonies and lively emcees
Welcome Fr. Larry Van Damme back for a visit
Hear Fr.  Tom Wantland call in to share his memories
Live music

Help us to transform the social heart of the parish - the St. Al’s Parish Hall. The 
hall has not been thoroughly updated since the building was constructed in 
1963, almost 60 years ago! Exciting renovation plans include:

New flooring and abatement of asbestos-bearing tile
Much needed kitchen and bathroom upgrades
Improved sound and lighting

All who register will be entered into a drawing to win a signed MTU hockey 
jersey.  As the day approaches, we will send you instructions for the night of 
of the event.  We'll "see" you on Pi Day!

You’re Invited! 

Register for the digital gala at:
mtucatholic.org/gala Free!
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WHAT DO YOU DO DURING A  pandemic? 
Mini Retreats

One of the highlights of each fall at St. Al’s is 
the big Fall Campus Ministry Retreat which 
we share with NMU and LSSU.  We realized 

early this fall that this event wouldn’t be possible 
during the pandemic.  After quite a bit of discussion and 
discernment, we came up with our Fall Mini-Retreats!  In 
the end, over 100 students participated in these 3-hour 
prayer times.  Many of the groups were comprised of 
FOCUS Bible Studies or students who live together in 
the dorms or apartments.  There was discussion, silent 
prayer, Scripture, and the application of the theme 

“Relationship, Identity, Mission” to daily life.  

Kelsey McCullough, FOCUS Team Director at St. Al’s, 
said the mini retreats were an opportunity to take time 
in an average day to encounter Christ and each other:  
"The retreat allowed space for deep conversation, 
reflection and prayer. Each retreat I helped lead was 
different, with different conversations and people. It 
was nice to spend time with people you usually only 
have an hour or so to talk to in a Bible Study and be 
with them in a way we haven’t been able to this year!”

“It's very encouraging to walk 
with peers who are navigating 
the same obstacles and can 
share advice on how they 
grow closer to God! We all got 
to laugh and be somber and 
be reminded how connected 
we are to one another. Mini-
Retreats brought us into that 
teaching and community in 
a special way and I am very 
thankful for the opportunity!” 
Cora Jarman

“The mini-retreat offered 
me the opportunity to break 
away from the normal, hectic 
academic routine and spend 
quality time with friends 
who are building a stronger 
relationship with God. It was 
really great to spend time in 
a prayerful devotional and 
allowed me to think about how 
I could incorporate that into 
my own daily walk with God.”
Michael Sutor

“My understanding 
of the sacraments 
was enriched. The 
retreat was a great 
opportunity to stop, 
reflect, and learn 
something new even 
if for only three 
hours.” 
Kendra Lachcik

“The smaller group 
of people allowed 
for more in-depth 
discussion. The retreat 
tools I learned helped 
to guide me with my 
future endeavors.” 
Stephanie Arndt



"GOD, INFINITELY PERFECT 
AND BLESSED IN HIMSELF, 
in a plan of sheer goodness freely 
created man to make him share 
in his own blessed life. For this 
reason, at every time and in every 
place, God draws close to man. He 
calls man to seek him, to know him, 
to love him with all his strength. 
He calls together all men, scattered 
and divided by sin, into the unity of 
his family, the Church." 
Catechism of the Catholic Church #1

We’ve all faced the need to adapt and be creative in our lives 
during 2020! You can read below some highlights of how            
St. Al’s responded to the challenges and opportunities this fall.

Praise God, we were able to keep the doors of the church 
open, and our full liturgical schedule in place during the fall 
semester.  We added two weekend Masses, one of them in the 

parking lot.  

A relatively quiet but VERY significant growth in our ministry this 
fall was the expansion of our weekly adoration time to 27 hours 
weekly. Every day, Monday-Friday, Adoration began at 7 am and 
continued until 10 am. On Wednesdays, it went all day until the 9 
pm Mass.  On Tuesday evenings we continued our practice of having 
Solemn Exposition from 7:30 – 9 pm, closing with Benediction. It 
was a true joy to see so many students and parishioners choosing to 
spend time praying before our Eucharistic Lord.

St. Al’s has always delighted 
in the many amazing 
outdoor opportunities 

found throughout the Keweenaw! 
This year, however, we faced the 
challenge of getting to the woods 
without any car-pooling due to 
student organization COVID 
guidelines.  It was a joy to discover 
many treasures close to home that 
we had missed in recent years.  

Expanded Adoration

Exploring the Great Outdoors

Clockwise from top: "Sunset Cruise" on 
the Portage; the Sisters joined us on the 
Sturgeon River; along the banks of the 
Pilgrim River; one of the stops during 
our Catholic houses scavenger hunt.



One of the graces of this past fall semester was 
canoeing! Here’s how it came about: I went 
canoeing with my dad on the Friday before 

the Fourth of July on the Michigamme River, and I 
remembered how much I love canoeing in the wilds 
of the UP! After several more canoe trips, I realized… 
if you’re in a canoe, you’re guaranteed to be more than 
6 feet from the other person. Also, while 
it’s adventurous and can be challenging, 
it’s also accessible to just about anyone 
once you have the canoes, life jackets, 
and paddles!

A few weeks later, I was browsing 
on Facebook Marketplace, a tool I’d 
never used before, and I found a lot of 
used canoes cheap! When all was said 
and done, I was able to get St. Al's 18 
canoes and a lot of paddles and life 
jackets thrown in for good measure! 
The canoes came from all over the UP 
and northern Wisconsin.

We ran a number of test trips leading 
up to O-Week, and then a lot of trips 
all fall until the last trip on Oct. 15 
with the snow coming down! The trips 
were more fun than expected, with 
many chances for people to be in a canoe together 
chatting and building friendships. We experienced 
a lot of natural beauty. In a year when an abundance 
of things have been cancelled, we had a new and fun 
activity for our community to enjoy!

An unexpected bonus was the opportunity to repair 
the canoes! When you get used canoes cheap, you 
also learn canoe repair! A few just needed fastenings 
tightened or a seat or yoke replaced. Some of the 

aluminum canoes needed rivets tightened with epoxy 
to stop leaks. It was satisfying to see these canoes go to 
work!

However, some of the Royalex whitewater canoes had been 
pretty beat up! I would really like to know how they got so 
thoroughly damaged. We replaced gunwales on six canoes, 

as well as seats, thwarts and yokes on 
some of them. The biggest challenge 
was repairing tears and cracks in the 
hulls (pictured below). After lots of trial 
and error, sticky fingers and fiberglass 
stuck in shirtsleeves, all the canoes 
have been made seaworthy! Even the 
canoe that was thrown in “for parts” is 
ready to go on the water!

As I worked on the boats with Fr. Tom 
and with students, I thought about my 
willingness to spend long hours getting 
them repaired. I thought about how 
much more excited I am to paddle a boat 
we repaired than one that was ready to 
go when I bought it. I thought about 
all the conversations and deepening 
friendships among the repairers.

All of this seems to me to be a little 
glimpse into God’s desire for each of us! He sees all our 
brokenness, our wounds. Many of them may be hidden 
from the outside, but He sees them!  And He labors to 
love us, to heal us, to equip us to love and give once again. 
Perhaps we are even dearer to Him in the aftermath of 
that healing than we were to start with!

2020 had many fierce challenges… but it also had many 
graces! For me, and I think for the St. Al’s community, 
the canoes were one of the blessings!

"In a year when a lot 
of things have been 
cancelled, we had a 

new and fun activity 
for our community to 

enjoy!"

A Labor of Love
B Y  F R .  B E N  H A S S E



SILENT RETREATS: Making Time for God

Silent retreats are a time to 
focus on the Holy Spirit 
and to listen to the voice 

of God and hear what is in your 
heart. It’s also a time to unplug 
from the world and recharge your 
spiritual batteries. This year at St. 
Al’s, Sr. Jacqueline Spaniola and 
Fr. Tom Merkel adapted silent 
retreats to be online and included 
introductions to prayer on Zoom 
and spiritual direction. Below 
you can read how students, Keira 
and Josh, drew closer to the Lord 
during the retreat. Sr. Jacqueline Spaniola led the Silent Retreats on Zoom.

KEIRA WRIGHT, a fourth-year mechanical engineering major, says attending 
the silent retreat was a way for her to slow down and listen. “Silent retreats 
are a way for me to refocus on God and put my life into perspective again. 
During the retreat, I was graced with a spirit of quiet, which allowed me to 
calm my mind and spend time listening to the Lord. God always gives you 
what you need in the moment and what is best for you.”

Keira is continuing to discern whether she is being called to the religious 
life. “I am like a child hanging onto the bottom of the Lord's robe, asking 
where we are going and when will we get there. Discernment isn't a fast 
process. I have been discerning since I was 11 years old, and God has slowly 
been leading me to where he wants me to go. Going on a silent retreat is 
turning back toward God, allowing us to see Him working in our lives and 
gives Him more opportunities to impact our lives.”

JOSH GOLIMBIESKI, who is studying mechanical engineering, said he 
thought attending a silent retreat would help him to get back with the Lord 
and give Him the time He deserved. “I felt as if I had lost touch with God 
and my joy since the beginning of the fall semester. I was just too busy to 
give my time to God.”

As a recent convert to Catholicism, Josh says he knew the Holy Spirit was 
important but this retreat helped him to learn more. “We are called to see 
God in all things and within all people and that is where we find our true 
joy, in the Lord and what he has done. I lost my joy because through school, 
family, and Covid I forgot about God and that He was always there even 
when I didn’t think He was.

Josh and his wife, Jess, who also attended a silent retreat this year, have 
three children. “God is greater than our worries and if you truly want to 
become closer with Him, He will help you make a way and this retreat is a 
perfect opportunity to become closer with our God.”
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CHANGE SERVICE REQUESTED

WA N T  A  F R E E  S T.  A L' S  T - S H I R T ? 
Visit mtucatholic.org/tshirt

V I S I T  MT U C AT H O L I C . O R G / B LO G
for more pictures and articles

C H A N G E  O F  A D D R E S S ?
Visit mtucatholic.org/address

F I N D  U S  O N  S O C I A L  M E D I A !
facebook.com/stagmtu
St. Al's Alumni and Friends

Share your memories with us!
Send to:  sarah@mtucatholic.org

S T.  A L' S  S P E N T  A  LOT  O F  T I M E  I N  T H E  W O O D S  this semester. An early and heavy snow during the October Fall Break made this 
hike especially beautiful. We often had small groups that facilitated conversation and friendship.


