
On Sunday, January 22, 2023, Bishop Vetter celebrated Mass and answered questions in Power, Dutton, and Augusta 
regarding the change in our schedule and Sunday Masses being suppressed in those locations.  I only attended in 
Augusta, but since changes are also happening in Choteau & Conrad, I thought his comments were worth sharing.  
Inaccurracies – especially of numbers and locations - are my errors.  I wrote this paraphrasing and summary a couple 
hours after listening to him and am still pondering his words. 
 
“It has never been easier to travel and get to Mass.  I didn’t see any horse and buggies outside – requiring a few hours 
and many blankets to travel from outside of town so that attending Mass might take most of the day.  But our ancestors 
did that.  We have it easier.  From Augusta, there are multiple options within 25 miles to still attend Mass and Jesus is 
worth it.  
 
I’ve had to suppress Masses in 17 churches in the last 2 years because we don’t have enough priests and the priests we 
do have need to be taken care of.  They do not help you when they are overworked, discouraged and stretched too thin.  
In the past 3 years, since I became Bishop, we have lost 25 priests.  Many have died, some have returned to their homes 
in other countries or states, some have left the priesthood.  It is a lot.  We cannot keep operating like this hasn’t 
happened.  Also, while the population of our state is increasing, our population of Catholics is not.  In the past 20 years, 
we have fallen from 60,000 Catholics to 40,000.  We need to be missionaries and reawaken our need for Jesus, the 
Eucharist and faith.   There are lots of reasons, but ultimately hope lies with us to live our faith and be lights that are 
real.   
 
But until that hope is realized, I have to look at the whole Diocese and make changes that are best in the big picture.  I 
don’t make these decisions on my own or in a vacuum.  I’ve been to all these churches.  I know your faces.  I have a 
group of consultors and advisors and we discuss options and strategies very aware that these decisions affect real lives.  
I see your tears and I’ve heard your anger.  I know this is hard.  It would be wrong if it wasn’t – if your church didn’t 
mean this much to you.  This is your home.  
 
But just like St. Paul talked about in the 2nd reading today, we are not congregationalists.  We are Catholics.  Division has 
been happening since the beginning of the church, but each of us can choose to not let ourselves be divided.  
 
Pick a Mass to attend and really engage and become part of that community, but also maintain what you can here in 
your church.  I am not closing this church.  I am just suppressing Sunday Masses because I don’t have enough priests.  
You can still (and should) gather for Stations of the Cross, gather and pray a rosary, have potlucks, have parties, drink 
beer and play cards, come together for celebrations.  Funerals, Adoration… The Eucharist is staying here. Your church is 
still open and it is up to you to keep it alive.  If those things happen, it will have to be up to you.  If things work out – that 
with a seminarian being ordained and anther priest from a different diocese being evaluated  and a few other options, I 
hope to send another priest to the Conrad Deanery in July.  I can’t promise that, but I am hoping and working for that.  I 
cannot send out an unhealthy priest though.  They do substantial damage and it is better for you to drive than have a 
priest who is in an unhealthy place.   Pray for our young men and for our priests.   
 
Caring for our priests is a great responsibility and I’ve had to be firm with them.  They have soft hearts and want to serve 
you, but I can’t let them do it at the expense of their health.  We’ve had 2 active priests die of health related causes in 
the past couple years and I bear some responsibility for that.  They had diabetes and other concerns and on Sundays 
they’d have a light breakfast at 7:30, say 2-3 Masses with a cinnamon roll in the middle if there were coffee and rolls and 
by 2pm they’d be stressed and crashing.  And they did this for years.  I should have adjusted their schedules to also care 
for their real needs.  I need to take care of the priests we have and give them limits.  I’ve told Fr. Yovin repeatedly that 
he has to take care of himself.  He is the administrator of the 6 churches here and will be able to offer some weekday 
Masses and create a schedule that works, but not at the expense of his physical and mental health. 
 
We can’t just get more missionary priests from foreign countries to take care of us.  When I met Pope Francis just a few 
weeks after becoming Bishop, he asked us to stop bringing missionary priests to the United States just because we can 
pay for them.  The world needs them more in other places.  I need to respect what the Pope asked.  He has the church of 
the whole world to look after and I just have my one diocese. 
 



Lower populations and fewer priests were concerns and everyone knew they were coming 20 years ago.  But talking and 
not making changes has lead to just plugging holes in a sinking ship.  To be able to drive to Mass is a great gift.  And it is 
an opportunity.  In Dillon, they had a Saturday Mass, 8:30 am Mass and a 10:30 Mass all with about 40 people attending.  
Their Masses have also been suppressed, but I told them I’d come celebrate 1 Mass.  The church was full but not 
overflowing.  It was energetic and full of life and the high schoolers were happy because they saw other people from 
school that they usually didn’t see because they attend a different Mass.  The music was great.  That is what they should 
do every weekend – gather for one Mass together instead of 3 separate and free up the priest’s schedule to serve a 
smaller community nearby.  But instead they angrily gather into camps each wanting to keep what they are used to 
instead of being inconvenienced.  We can’t be like that and meet the reality before us.  We have to value the Mass 
enough to participate when it is inconvenient.  This is an encounter with our Risen Savior.  This is more than just ‘taking 
communion’.  It is engaging heaven and earth together and entering into Jesus.   
 
We’ve lost the understanding of how important it truly is to attend Mass.  Covid hurt us a lot.  Some of our people 
seemed to think watching Mass on a screen was as good as attending Mass.  That was a great gift for people who were 
sick or in nursing homes, but it should not be the norm.  Communion services also hurt us.  Our Catholic identity was 
reduced to just showing up to “take Communion” and the faith of the people weakened.  The Mass is more than all that 
and we need to value and respect the Sunday Mass.  We need to reawaken Sunday as the day to remember our Lord’s 
Resurrection and let our lives be different on Sunday than on other days.   
 
Questions:  Can Mass be livestreamed?  Yes, but that isn’t the same as attending 
What are we supposed to do when the roads are bad?  You stay safe at home.  It has never been a sin to miss Mass 
because the roads are awful or because you are caring for a sick child.  But be honest.  Some flakes in the air shouldn’t 
mean I can’t drive to church, but I can drive to a card party. 
What about Easter?  The whole Triduum and Easter are really hard because they are so important, but they are also 
really demanding for our priests.  We have 2 retired priests who might be available to offer Masses at Easter, but I don’t 
know their schedules. 
What can we do to be missionaries and keep our community alive so that we have people here when we have a priest 
again?  That is a really good question and I don’t know.  That is one of the really hard pieces of this discussion because it 
will be hard on the community.  Gather as often as you can. Have Easter Monday dances and parties.  Potluck and pray 
together.  The parish used to be the center of life and work for that to happen again.  Be creative.  I don’t know what will 
work here, but stay involved and try things. 
We used to have Mass on Saturday mornings.  Is that an option?  No.  It only counts for the Sunday Mass if it is after 4 on 
Saturdays.  So even if you celebrated the Sunday readings, it is not a Sunday Mass.  Fr. Yovin will have things like funerals 
or weddings on Saturdays and he needs to be available for those needs. 
 
Being a Bishop is hard and making decisions like this is very hard.  I have stacks of angry letters.  Of ACA envelops with “I 
won’t give a dime till we have Mass again” written on them.  Of people angry about the option of receiving from the 
chalice again, angry that their church isn’t like it used to be, angry about so many things. When Masses were suppressed 
due to Covid, I had mountains of angry letters. But you know what?  I could probably count on one hand the number of 
letters thanking me when we resumed Masses.  We were first in the whole country to have Mass back and only 4-5 
people expressed their appreciation.  The Mass is a gift.  Our priests are a gift.  Each one of you is a gift.  Appreciate – 
and every time you drive 30 minutes to attend Mass, just tell Jesus that you are offering this sacrifice for His priests and 
ask Him to send more.  I pray for you every day.  Please keep me in your prayers too.” 
 
 
 
 
This is not everything he said, but it is a substantial portion.  Please pray for Bishop Vetter & for Fr. Yovin.  Keep 
financially supporting your church even if you attend a different church.  And seek the good.  God is really good at 
bringing beauty (like the Resurrection) from ugly struggle (like the Crucifixion).  ~Laura Toeckes 
 
 
 


