
You may have heard the saying, “The family that 
plays together, stays together.” And as the 

family of God at Ascension, we provide an 
opportunity for our whole parish family to 
come together and have some fun at our 
annual Parish Picnic.

While this picnic has all the typical 
makings of summer fun — food, games, 
and even an ice cream truck — it also has 
something more. The annual Parish Picnic 
provides Ascension parishioners with an 
opportunity to grow in their relationships with 
other members of God’s family — the Church. 

“The picnic is an avenue through which we 
can get the entire family here,” says Rita Ritter, our 
parish secretary who helps to coordinate the picnic, 
“It’s a family event and it’s a social event for us to 
meet other families and to promote us getting to know 
each other.”

This year’s picnic will take place on Wednesday, 
July 24, from 5:30 to 7 p.m. on the parish grounds. 
There will be a tent outside, and food will also be served in the community 
room for those wishing to cool off from the heat. 

The picnic is a potluck-style celebration, with the parish providing 
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The Parish Picnic is 
an opportunity for 

parishioners of all ages 
to enjoy food, fun and 

fellowship.
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If you would like more information about the Parish Picnic, if you are interested 
in volunteering to serve, or would like to donate items for our auction, please 

contact Rita Ritter at 701-223-3606 or rritter@ascensionbismarck.org. 

hamburgers and hot dogs. Parishioners are 
invited to bring whatever they’d like — salads, 
sides or desserts. 

Children are encouraged to participate in various 
outdoor games and activities, a bounce house and 
face painting. There are also new additions to this 
year’s celebration, including a cakewalk, Bingo, 
and a silent auction.  

“It’s an opportunity to talk, whether you’re 
sitting across the table from someone you haven’t 
met before, or you can connect with someone who’s 
always in the pew that you sit in,” Rita says. “It’s 
the perfect opportunity to introduce yourself and 
put a name with a face — and now when you greet 
them in church, you can use their name and it 
might lead to friendship and fellowship outside of 
the church.”

Volunteers are needed in several different areas, 
from helping with set-up, serving during the event 
and clean-up, to donating cakes for the cakewalk, 
themed gift baskets, and other goods and services 
for the silent auction. 

Rita encourages parishioners to make a 
priority of coming out to join the community for 
this special event. 

“Come enjoy a meal and have some fun,” she 
says. “Bring your neighbor. Walk around, play some 
Bingo, walk the cake walk or bid in the auction. 
We want people to come and enjoy themselves and 
meet new people.

“I’m overwhelmed with joy to see this event 
grow year after year, and to add different activities 
to hopefully get the entire family involved,” Rita 
adds. “There’s a sense of ‘Wow, this is our parish 
community. This is us. This is Ascension.’”
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All parishioners are invited to join 
our community at this special event.
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We’re all familiar with the song 
“America the Beautiful.” Many 

of us share the feelings that inspired 
Katharine Lee Bates when she composed 
it as a poem. 

O beautiful for spacious skies, 
For amber waves of grain,
For purple mountain majesties 
Above the fruited plain!
America! America!  
God shed His grace on thee,
And crown thy good with brotherhood 
From sea to shining sea. 

 
Katharine Bates drew her inspiration from her 

experiences during the summer of 1893. An English 
professor at Wellesley College in Massachusetts, 
she went to teach summer school at Colorado 
College, necessitating a journey across the country. 
The trip’s highlight came when she reached the 
pinnacle of Pikes Peak and could gaze upon range 
after range of the Rocky Mountains on one side and 
the expanse of the Great Plains on the other. 

Moved by the vistas around her and the varied 
features of America she had seen, an idea for a 
poem and some of its words formed in her mind 
atop the mountain. That night, back in her hotel 
room, she completed the poem. 

I think the reason for the popularity of “America 
the Beautiful” is that it combines several themes 
into one coherent whole. The beauty and immensity 
of America’s natural creation, the rich abundance 
of our harvests, and the recognition of God’s 
generosity are woven together. The final product 

forms a hymn of thanksgiving for our 
land that goes beyond national pride to 
prayer, for God is the spiritual source 
for all the goodness we have.

I think it’s a suitable theme for July, 
the month we celebrate Independence 
Day, our national holiday. Thankfulness, 
after all, is the basis of stewardship, the 
recognition that we’ve been given all 
we have. We’re then responsible to the 
Giver for the use we make of His gifts.   

The gifts we celebrate are manifold. 
Some are of a spiritual nature — 

our salvation by Christ and the sacraments, for 
example. Others are in the natural order, such as 
the beauties of creation and abundant harvests. 
Still others relate to social relationships, like 
families, friends and national life. Whatever the 
class of these gifts, God is their ultimate source, 
and they are blessings.

Let us then receive these gifts — the time, talent, 
and treasure entrusted to us — with thanksgiving. 
Let us offer praise to the Father of mercies for them, 
and let us use them in His service. 

Sincerely yours in Christ,

Msgr. Jim Braaten 
Pastor

A Letter from our Pastor
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Dear Parishioners,

Remembering America is a Gift from God



Anyone who regularly attends Mass at Ascension 
has probably noticed that our beloved church 

building is in the process of receiving an impressive 
facelift! Starting this spring and into the summer, 
two significant renovation projects have been 
taking place, with the goals of improving the 
exterior and interior of the church and enhancing 
the liturgical experience for all who worship here.

This year’s major maintenance projects began 
when Parish Business Manager Beth Kathol 
asked Bob Urlacher, our parish Maintenance 
personnel, to create a list of capital improvement 
items he thought our facilities would require 
over the next five years. Given the age of the 
church — built in 1979 — it was not surprising 
that several items appeared on the list of 
recommended improvements.

With input from the Finance Council, Parish 
Council, Stewardship Committee, and Parish 
staff, Msgr. Jim Braaten was able to focus on the 
most time-sensitive needs. Some projects, like 
an improved parking lot, will be addressed at a 

later date. Two renovations, however, were chosen 
for immediate action — the replacement of the 
exterior church siding and the conversion of all 
interior lighting to LED fixtures. The total cost of 
these projects is approximately $120,750.

The first church update to get off the ground this 
spring was the replacement of the exterior siding. 

“Last summer we were able to replace our aging 
roof,” Beth says. “So this summer, we wanted to 
complete the makeover and redo the siding, which 
is the original tin siding from 1979. It has been 
repainted a few times and is now at the point in 
which it just needs to be replaced. We are removing 
the tin and putting on LP SmartSiding, which is a 
superior composite siding that is fade resistant and 
more durable than traditional hardboard siding.”

Bringing the lighting up to date will be a quicker 
process. It should only take about a week to 
replace all of the interior lighting with LED bulbs, 
the difference will be dramatic and will endure for 
years to come.

“Our light system consisted of traditional 
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Stewardship of Our Space: Summer Projects Enhance the Exterior and Interior of Ascension

After decades of weathering the elements, the tin exterior siding 
original to the 1979 church building was in need of being replaced.
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bulbs that were very costly to change out as we 
need to bring in technicians with lifts to reach the 
bulbs,” Beth says. “With the new technology of LED 
lighting, not only will we save dollars in not having 
to change out bulbs, but we will also save in energy 
costs. The icing on the cake is that the quality of 
light will be much brighter and clearer, illuminating 
our beautiful church and dedicated parishioners!”

As in all things, Ascension is extremely 
fortunate to have such generous parishioners who 
help make all of these improvements possible. 
Msgr. Jim encourages parishioners to make a 
gift towards these projects.  Half of the funds are 
being raised through this special appeal and the 
other half has already been saved by means of the 
designated gold Repair and Maintenance envelope 
that comes with the monthly envelope packets.

Anyone who chooses to support these ongoing 
facilities updates can rest assured that our parish 
will provide a bright, beautiful and comfortable 
place to worship for generations to come.

“We have a plan in place to take deliberate and 
thoughtful steps in keeping our facilities up to date 
and in good working order,” Beth says. “There is 
a hierarchy of needed improvements, and we want 
to make them gradually, so as not to put a strain 
on the parish to do everything at once. Completing 
this year’s projects helps ensure that we are being 
good stewards of our parish facilities, and enables 
us to keep working our way down the list!”

Parishioners are invited to prayerfully consider a financial gift towards these summer 
projects. Our goal is to raise half of the funds needed — approximately $60,000 — 
from one-time gifts of our parishioners. The other half of the funds will be covered 
by our dedicated Repairs & Maintenance account. To make a donation, you can 

visit the Ascension website — ascensionbismarck.org — and click on the “Summer 
Improvements” button, or simply place your donation in the collection basket at Mass 
marked “Summer Projects.” You may also mail your donation to the Parish Office at 

1905 S. 3rd Street, Bismarck, N.D., 58504. Every gift is greatly appreciated!

Exterior church siding in the process of being replaced.

http://ascensionbismarck.org
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On May 30, our parish 
family gathered 

together to celebrate the 
30th anniversary of Msgr. 
Braaten’s ordination to 
the eternal priesthood of 
Jesus Christ.

“It was a wonderful 
social gathering which 
brought the members 
of our parish together 
to spend time with 
one another,” he says. 
“It featured a supper 
including my favorite foods. It was a great way 
for everyone to say, ‘We can’t let 30 years of your 
priesthood go unnoticed.’”

Furthermore, our parish family also honored his 
anniversary by having our parish deacons offer a 
special blessing for Msgr. Braaten at the Masses on 
May 25 and 26.

“It was a way for us, as a community of faith, to 
thank God for my priesthood,” he says.

Msgr. Braaten was ordained on May 30, 1989, at 
the Cathedral of the Holy Spirit in Bismarck. Over the 
years, he has “worn many hats.” His first assignment 
as a newly ordained priest was at the Church of 
St. Wenceslaus in Dickinson for two years. Next, 
from 1991 to 2001, he served as the pastor of three 
country parishes — St. Jerome in Mohall, St. James 
in Sherwood, and Sts. Peter and Paul in Tolley. He 
returned to the Church of St. Wenceslaus in 2001, 
where he served as the pastor for 10 years. Since 
2011, he has been the pastor at our parish. Over the 
years, he has also held many positions for the Diocese 
of Bismarck. Currently, he serves on the Corporate 
Board, the Finance Council, the Priest’s Personnel 
Board, the Priest’s Pension Board, and as the Vicar 
for Priests and Clergy. He also serves on the Board of 
Directors for the Light of Christ Catholic Schools.

Over the years, Msgr. Braaten has gained many 
special memories from each location at which he 
has served.

“For example, at 
St. Wenceslaus, it was a 
very rewarding experience 
for me to work with a 
parish elementary school,” 
he says. “It taught me a lot 
about family life, and gave 
me a chance to understand 
the importance of Catholic 
education.”

Overall, Msgr. Braaten 
has really enjoyed being 
our parish pastor, and 
has found our faith  

community to be vibrant, generous and friendly.
“I have many great memories of being at Ascension,” 

he says. “I have especially appreciated our spirit of 
stewardship, and how our parishioners embrace 
stewardship as a way of life. It is incredible how we 
can use our God-given talents, time and treasure to 
help others. I have also appreciated the enthusiasm 
with which we worship God during Mass, and the 
welcoming spirit we have at our parish.”

A few other profound memories he holds dear 
include leading a pilgrimage to the Holy Land in 
the 1990s, taking a sabbatical in Rome in 2005, 
and being named as a Monsignor in 2012 by Pope 
Benedict 16th.

“It was an amazing experience to be present in 
Rome in 2005 at the time of the death of St. John 
Paul II and witness the election of Pope Benedict 
XVI,” he says. 

Above all, he feels that being able to bring the 
sacraments to people is the most important aspect of 
his priesthood.

“My favorite thing about being a priest is 
celebrating all of the sacraments, because it presents 
the opportunity for others to encounter Christ in 
a very special way,” he says. “Events like weddings, 
First Communion celebrations, and other sacramental 
moments are all very meaningful in the life of a 
Catholic, and to be able to share in those moments 
has been such a blessing.”

CONGRATULATIONS MSGR. JIM BRAATEN: 
Celebrating 30 Years in the Vineyard of the Lord
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We’ve heard the song on the 
radio, and maybe its lyrics, 

inspired by Psalm 103, have 
lingered with us and turned our 
thoughts to God throughout 
the day:  “Bless the Lord, O my 
soul, O my soul, worship His 
holy name.”

“‘10,000 Reasons’” is an 
example of a song currently on 
the radio that we play and people 
really respond to,” Ken Steckler 
says. “When our group plays at 
Mass, we try to choose music that 
will really help the congregation 
pray and reflect.”

Ken Steckler’s Group has 
been playing music for liturgical 
celebrations at least once a 
month for the past four years. 
Ken and his wife, Cindy, were 
members of another parish when 
they were invited to join the faith 
community for Mass and listen to 
the music. 

“We really enjoyed the parish 
and thought that it would be a 
good fit for us,” Ken says. “We 
became parishioners and joined 
the Music Ministry right away 
and began singing.”

Music has been part of Ken’s 
life since his high school years. 
He learned to play guitar when 
he was a junior and has been 
playing at Mass ever since.

For many years, Ken and 
Cindy became involved in music 
ministry at whatever parish they 
belonged to. It has been a way for 
them to live stewardship together.

“It has been a real blessing 

to play and sing with Cindy,” 
Ken says. “She has an awesome 
voice and took a sabbatical from 
singing when the kids were 
young, but now she’s back, and 
it’s a lot of fun for us.”

At Ascension, their music 
group consists of approximately 
eight people, several of whom 
sang together at another parish 
in Bismarck. They typically play 
for the 5 p.m. Saturday vigil 
Mass or the 9:30 a.m. Sunday 
morning Mass and practice once 
the week before. 

“We tend toward playing a 
mixture of traditional and more 
modern songs like things by 
Matt Maher and Mark Schultz,” 

Ken says. “We choose more 
reflective songs for the prelude 
and usually more upbeat songs 
for the recessional.”

Before playing at Mass, the 
group reads the Liturgy of the 
Word for the coming Sunday 
and then discerns what music 
would fit best. For Ken, this 
practice has helped him connect 
more to Scripture. 

“People might not realize 
that the music is chosen 
intentionally, and it really is 
geared toward the readings,” 
Ken says. “The music relates to 
all the parts of the Mass.”

Currently the group includes 
two guitarists, a pianist and 

“Focusing on the Mass” 
Through Music with Ken Steckler’s Group

Ken Steckler’s Group at Ascension: Ken Steckler, Pat Olson, Cindy Steckler, 
Faye Krumweide, Char Skjonsby, Dave Krumweide, Gary Torske

continued on back cover
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If you would like more information about Ken Steckler’s Group,
please reach out to Ken Steckler at 701-258-3424. 

several vocalists, and they would be open to speaking 
with other musicians who are interested in joining.

“The flute would be one instrument we’d 
probably like to add,” Ken says. “People really seem 
to enjoy our group and our harmonies.”

Ken and his group would like to thank everyone 

in the faith community who joins them in worshiping 
the Lord through music. 

“We have all really found singing to be very 
prayerful, and music helps everyone stay focused 
in the Mass,” Ken says. “When the congregation 
sings, it adds so much.”

LITURGY  SCHEDULE
Saturday, 5:00 p.m. | Sunday, 8:00 a.m., 9:30 a.m., 11:00 a.m.

Monday-Friday, 8:00 a.m. | Holy Days: 8:00 a.m., 7:00 p.m.

Stewardship is the grateful response of a Christian disciple who recognizes and 
receives God’s gifts and shares these gifts in love of God and neighbor.

http://www.ascensionbismarck.org

