
The introduction to Stewardship: A Disciple’s 
Response, the 1992 U.S. Bishops’ Pastoral Letter 

on Stewardship, serve as a wonderful description of 
why stewardship is such an important part of living 
as an intentional disciple of Jesus:

“Stewardship is an expression of discipleship, 
with the power to change how we understand 
and live out our lives. Disciples who practice 
stewardship recognize God as the origin of life, the 
giver of freedom, the source of all they have and are 
and will be.”

In order to reinforce our dedication to stewardship 
here at Ascension, our parish has a Stewardship Committee. 
As Stewardship Committee Chair Eric Miller explains, 
this group seeks to help parishioners make stewardship 
a central part of their everyday lives. 

“The Stewardship Committee is a group of 
volunteers from our parish, along with Msgr. Braaten, 
that strive to promote the four pillars of stewardship 
at Church of the Ascension,” he says. “These four pillars are hospitality, prayer, 
formation, and service. In most parishes, stewardship doesn’t just happen without 
some effort. Of course, there are always individuals and families that have a desire 
to get involved and be active in the parish community, but our goal is to provide 
opportunities for everyone in our parish to enrich their lives by utilizing the gifts 
they’ve received from God.” 

Eric is enthusiastic about the spiritual growth that has taken place in our 
parish over the past several years, as evidenced by the increase in commitments 
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Dinner is a great opportunity 

for parishioners involved in our 
many ministries to come together 

for food and fellowship.



2

St. Thomas Aquinas is one of the greatest and most influential 
theologians the church has ever known, and thus it was fitting 

to have him honored in our windows. He is honored with the titles of 
Doctor of the Church and the Angelic Doctor. St. Thomas Aquinas 
was born in 1225 and was a Dominican priest and a professor. 

Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI, in one of his general audiences, 
described St. Thomas Aquinas as “an exquisitely Eucharistic soul. 
The most beautiful hymns that the liturgy of the Church sings to 
celebrate the mystery of the real presence of the Body and Blood of the 
Lord in the Eucharist are attributed to his faith and his theological 
wisdom.” St. Thomas’s belief in the Real Presence of Christ in the 
Eucharist is very evident in his hymns of praise and adoration. 
The symbols of the chalice, grapes and wheat at the bottom of this 
window speak to this devotion. 

His well-known and loved hymns include O Salutaris Hostia (“O 
Saving Victim”) and Tantum Ergo Sacramentum (“Come Adore”) that 
are sung during Exposition of the Blessed Sacrament. These sacred 
hymns were an overflow of St. Thomas’ intense and ardent devotion 
to the Blessed Sacrament and his deep contemplation on the Divine 
mysteries of Christ. He also writes of two other names commonly 
given to the Eucharist — “Communion,” because it signifies the 
unity of the Church, and “Viaticum,” because it is a spiritual food 
for us travelers on our way in this life, showing us the way to our 
heavenly homeland.

His most famous writing is the Summa Theologica, which deals 
with the whole of Catholic theology. In this window, he is shown 
holding a book, symbolizing the immense amount of writing he 
completed during his time. He stopped writing after celebrating the 
Mass in 1273. When asked why he stopped writing he replied, “I 
cannot go on… All that I have written seems to me like so much 
straw compared to what I have seen and what has been revealed to 
me.” He died three months later. 

Next time you are in church for adoration, reflect on this window 
of St. Thomas Aquinas and ask yourself: How has my understanding 
of God grown over time? What areas of my faith do I know little 
about? Do I regularly spend time in Eucharistic Adoration? If not, 
what is stopping me?

Let us pray in the words of St. Thomas Aquinas, “Grant me, O 
Lord my God, a mind to know You, a heart to seek You, wisdom to 
find You, conduct pleasing to You, faithful perseverance in waiting 
for You, and a hope of finally embracing You. Amen.”

Window 4: 
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St. Thomas Aquinas
This is the fourth in a 12-part series on our stained glass windows in Ascension Catholic Church.

http://catholicfaithpatronsaints.com/catholics-nourished-by-living-bread/
http://catholicfaithpatronsaints.com/catholics-nourished-by-living-bread/


During a visit to Croatia when he was 
pope, St. John Paul II proclaimed, 

“Do not abandon yourselves to despair. 
We are the Easter people, and Alleluia 
is our song.” Are we really the Easter 
people? I think we should be.

This is still the Easter season and it 
continues throughout this month until 
Pentecost Sunday, May 31. What does 
that mean, however, to be Easter people? 
Being an Easter person has much to do 
with how we view our faith and how we 
live it out. Stewardship people are Easter people. 

Jesus is so alive for us on Easter Sunday 
morning. He needs to be alive for us and in us every 
day, and certainly in these days that follow Easter. 
At the time of His Resurrection, His followers did 
not whisper “He is risen” — they shouted it and 
rejoiced! That is how we need to approach our faith 
as well. 

During Lent leading up to Easter, we did not use 
Alleluia in our liturgies. We put it away until Easter, 
and I missed it. But then, it made it even better 
when it came back over and over on Easter and 
throughout this Easter season. St. John Paul II was 
telling us all that we are not just an Easter people, 
but we are also an Alleluia people. We are called to 
exemplify Alleluia in everything we do. Think about 
it. Who is an Alleluia person? Certainly, it’s someone 
who seems to just brim over with the Good News, 
constantly reflecting the joy of being a Christian and 
a Catholic. It is also possible to be an Alleluia person 

in quiet ways, but others do need to see 
that God is alive in us in everything we 
do.

Easter began with the Easter Vigil, 
but it did not end on Easter. That was 
the beginning. One indication to us 
that Easter is going on right now is a 
change in how we identify the Sundays 
throughout May. For many years, the 
Sundays that followed Easter during the 
Easter season were called the “Sunday 
after Easter.” When the Church adopted 

the new liturgical calendar, that was changed to 
“Sunday of Easter.” Thus, we are not winding down 
from Easter — we are in the midst of it.

We became Easter people at our Baptisms. We 
should be Easter people every day and every week 
and during every season. Being an Easter person 
is acknowledging our call to discipleship and 
stewardship. We should begin and end everything 
with Alleluia. Alleluia — Hallelujah — means quite 
simply “Praise to God.” It is not just something we 
sing, chant or say. It is something we live. By living 
our lives in praise of God — stewardship is, after 
all, a way of life — we can be and are an Easter 
people. 

Sincerely yours in Christ,

Msgr. Jim Braaten 
Pastor

A Letter from our Pastor
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Dear Parishioners,

Are We Truly anEaster People?
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For parishioners Ron and Jan Pickar, one of the 
most beautiful things about our Christian faith 

is the way it has been passed down from generation 
to generation for almost three millennia. The Pickars 
have witnessed this both in their own family and in 
the Church as a whole. As the younger generations 
find a strong example of intentional discipleship in 
their parents and fellow parishioners, the Church 
continues to thrive and spread the Gospel message 
around the globe.

Ron and Jan were raised in devout Christian 
homes in eastern North Dakota — Ron’s family 
was Catholic and Jan’s family was Lutheran. 
Both witnessed from early on their parents’ deep 
commitment to a vibrant faith life. 

“My mom was really active with the women’s 
group in our Lutheran church,” Jan says. “She 
taught Sunday School all the time while I was 
growing up. Both Ron and I were raised with the 
same outlook on church. We were raised by families 
who were very active, and you felt responsible — 
nothing happens if you don’t volunteer.”

The Pickars met at a wedding dance. Jan 
introduced herself to Ron, and the rest, as they 
say, is history! They married in 1978 and moved 
to Gillette, Wyo., where Jan joined the Catholic 
Church. As one of many young newlywed couples 
at their local parish, the Pickars watched their 
faith community go through an exciting period of 
tremendous growth. As Ron describes it, there were 
more babies than adults filling the pews at Mass! 
The Pickars dove right in, engaging in ministries 
and helping to build and strengthen the parish. 

Although Ron and Jan were in a different stage 
of life when they moved here as empty nesters 

17 years ago, they have chosen to remain active 
in their faith at Ascension. Ron continues in his 
role of Fourth Degree Knight with the Knights of 
Columbus, and he and Jan both sing in the Raising 
Praise choir. They also help with food for funerals 
and parish events. In all the ways they participate 
in parish life, Ron and Jan are most thankful for 
the friendships and camaraderie that are nurtured 
as they serve alongside their fellow parishioners.

Today, the Pickars are thrilled to watch their 
two grown daughters teach their own children the 

From Generation to Generation, Active Discipleship Grows:Meet Ron and Jan Pickar
Ascension
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Ron and Jan Pickar
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From Generation to Generation, Active Discipleship Grows:Meet Ron and Jan Pickar
importance of intentional discipleship that Ron and 
Jan had learned from their parents.

“We raised our daughters around the same 
values that we were raised in,” Ron says. “If you 
get in at two o’clock in the morning, you are still 
going to church that morning! Now, the great thing 
about it is when you see your grandchildren and 
say, ‘Who is going to church in the morning?’ and 
everyone says, ‘I am!’”

For Jan, answering the Gospel call to serve is a 
way of honoring God and connecting with her faith 
community. 

“We’re supposed to serve and take care of each 
other,” she says. “That’s the teaching of about every 
church, and that’s the way we were raised. When 
you belong to a church, that’s what supports you 
when you have problems. That’s where people will 
ask how you are and support you when you need 
it.”

“When people in your church are part of your 
community, they’re part of your family,” Ron 

agrees. “As you get older, that sense of community 
is important to you every day. You wake up, go to 
church, and there is somebody who cares about 
you and says ‘hello,’ and you are sharing church 
with someone you know.”

Grateful for the tradition of an active faith 
passed down from their parents and grandparents 
before them, the Pickars are pleased to see so many 
young families beginning to fill our pews. They know 
that, just as they and so many other young couples 
built up their first parish in Wyoming, these young 
parishioners will continue to build and grow our 
faith community right here at Ascension.

“If you’re going to keep the church running, 
you need to be there to welcome the new, younger 
ones who come in the door,” Ron says. “We have 
parents in there with kids crying, and it’s the most 
delightful thing you’ll ever hear. It’s fun to see the 
turn of the tide from old to new. We hope that the 
young people coming in will like our church, want 
to be a part of it, join in, and stay!”

“If you’re going to keep the church running, you need to be there to welcome the 
new, younger ones who come in the door. We have parents in there with kids 

crying, and it’s the most delightful thing you’ll ever hear. It’s fun to see the turn 
of the tide from old to new. We hope that the young people coming in will like our 

church, want to be a part of it, join in, and stay!” — Ron Pickar
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This month, we are happy to 
share with you the vocational 

journey of Fr. Al Bitz. While he 
is currently retired from parish 
work, you may already know Fr. 
Al Bitz from his presence and 
helpful service at Ascension and 
St. Alexius Hospital. We thank 
Fr. Bitz for his faithful service to 
our faith community! 

When Fr. Al Bitz was 4 years 
old, he felt God tugging on his 
heart in a powerful way. This 
tug opened his heart to a divine 
calling — it’s a calling to which 
he has enjoyed responding for 
over 50 years.

“My grandfather asked me 
what I wanted to do when I grew 
up, and I told him I wanted to 
become a priest,” Fr. Bitz says. 
“I still remember telling him that, 
and how important that moment 
was to me.”

Fr. Bitz began his journey 
towards the priesthood at St. 
Paul’s Seminary in St. Paul, 
Minn., and then went on to earn 
a master’s degree in teaching 
from St. Thomas University in St. 

Paul as well. He was ordained as 
a priest in 1969.

Currently retired from parish 
work, Fr. Bitz helps out locally as 
needed. He offers one Mass each 
Sunday at Ascension Parish, and 
helps fill in for Msgr. Braaten 
when he is on vacation. He also 
fills in at St. Alexius Hospital. 

Throughout his years as 
a priest, he has worn “many 
hats,” sharing God’s mercy and 
compassion with those around 
him. While he was serving as a 
priest in the Diocese of Fargo, 
he worked at about 23 parishes 
in various towns, such as New 
Rockford, Grand Forks, Fargo, 
Casselton and Jamestown. At 
one point, he was honored by the 
North Dakota Highway Patrol for 
his service as a chaplain for their 
agency, receiving the Colonel’s 
Award for Excellence. As 
chaplain, he assisted officers in 
dealing with stressful situations, 
such as vehicle crashes resulting 
in injuries or fatalities. Just 
before retiring, he worked at the 
University of Mary for three years.

Clearly, Christ gave Fr. Bitz 
a unique love for the needy. 
While serving in Jamestown, 
he helped with the Jamestown 
Coalition for the Homeless. 
When he was in Langdon, he 
was involved with a city-wide 
committee to help handicapped 
persons. In Fargo, he served on 
the board of Birthright, served 
with Red Cross, and co-founded 
Daily Bread, a food distribution 
organization that serves a couple 
million meals per year to people 
in need.

“When there was food leftover 
in local college cafeterias, 
hospitals or restaurants, we 
would redistribute it to the needy 

Currently retired from parish work, 
Fr. Al Bitz helps out locally as needed.
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FR. AL BITZ:

“If you want to be a priest, you need to have a great love 
of people, so you can bring them God's love. To be a pastor 

in a parish, they need to love the people. If you find you 
don't love the people at your parish, you better move to a 

different place!” — Fr. Al Bitz
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Joyfully Sharing God’s 
Mercy and Compassion

persons in the area,” Fr. Bitz says.
In Moorhead, he served as the president of the 

first committee of Churches United for the Homeless, 
an organization that includes volunteers who visit 
with the homeless, and prepare meals for them.

“There are now 68 parishes involved in the 
Churches United for the Homeless!” he says. 

Fr. Bitz has had many joyful experiences as a 
priest, and he is grateful he opened his heart to 
God’s call from such a young age. 

“My favorite aspects of the priesthood have been 

offering parish renewals, helping out with Cursillo 
retreats, and serving in the Marriage Encounter 
Ministry,” he says. 

To any man considering the priesthood, he 
offers the following advice.

“If you want to be a priest, you need to have a 
great love of people, so you can bring them God’s 
love,” he says. “To be a pastor in a parish, they 
need to love the people. If you find you don’t love 
the people at your parish, you better move to a 
different place!”

In the summer of 2019, we asked for your assistance to fund two 
projects: 1) New Siding on the Church and 2) New LED Lighting in the 

Church, with estimated costs of $120,750.  At that time, parishioners 
were invited to fund ½ of the expense with the remainder to be covered 
from our Repair and Maintenance fund.

You were most generous in responding.  Your gifts totaled $81,122!  
Due to unforeseen circumstances (additional siding insulation/retrofit 
existing light fixtures not feasible, new fixtures required), the projected 
cost increased by approximately $37,000 to a new total cost of $157,000. 
We would welcome additional gifts to help us absorb this unexpected 
increase in cost, by mailing in your contribution or using Online Giving 
and selecting "Siding and Lights" from the drop-down menu.

We were able to complete the new siding last summer and it looks 
fantastic!  The new LED lighting in the church has been a much longer 
process.  However, we are pleased to report that the new LED lighting 
is finally underway!  How special it will be that when we once again 
gather for Mass, worship and prayer, the church will be illuminated so 
much more brightly, not just from all of our smiling faces, but by our 
new lighting!

What is our next project, you ask?  This Spring we are re-roofing 
the Parish Center and Rectory due to hail damage from last summer.  
But don't worry, we are not soliciting funds for that, so you can breathe 
easy!  Insurance funds will cover most of that project.

LET THERE BE LIGHT!



Stewardship Committee  continued from front cover
made during our annual Stewardship Renewal process. 

“It’s been great to see continued growth in nearly every 
area over the past several years,” he says. “Whether it be 
gifts of time, talent or treasure, our parishioners have 
continued to step up and give back to the Church.”  

Each year, all parishioners who help with one of 
Ascension’s many ministries come together to further foster 
this sense of community at the Volunteer Appreciation 
Dinner. Typically held in June at the Municipal Country 
Club, this special evening of food and fellowship — and 
Carol Reinert’s crowd-pleasing trivia game — is always a 
big hit with our parish volunteers!

According to Eric, the dinner is a well-deserved 
“thank you” for all the members of Ascension who make 
our parish a wonderful place to worship.

“We are blessed to have Monsignor and our deacons 
at Ascension — I truly believe they are some of the best 
in our diocese,” he says. “However, without all of the 
volunteers that step up each day, our parish would 
not survive. From helping at Mass to hosting the fish 
frys, the volunteers at Ascension are the lifeblood of our 
Church. The Volunteer Appreciation Dinner is a small 
way to give a pat on the back to all those who help make 
Ascension a great place.”

As stewardship continues to flourish here in our 
parish, we would like to once more thank the countless 
people who give so freely of their time, talent and 
treasure. We are all blessed by the many opportunities 
to grow in discipleship right here in our vibrant and 
active faith community!

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.

Are you interested in learning more about the Stewardship Committee? We are always looking for new members to 
provide a fresh perspective and help spread the stewardship mission! To find out more, please contact Eric Miller 

at emiller@go-applied.com.
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