
Usually, by January and February, most of us are 
already tired of winter. The daylight hours 

are short, the months can seem to drag on, and 
the dreaded “cabin fever” might be setting in. 
Timed perfectly to help us beat those winter 
doldrums is the annual St. Mary’s Carnival. 
The event was canceled in 2021, but it’s 
back for 2022 and better than ever!

Join fellow Ascension parishioners, 
other Catholics, and the wider community 
on Feb. 4-6 at St. Mary’s Academy for the 
St. Mary’s Carnival. This tradition, which 
we’ve enjoyed for over 70 years, is an event 
you won’t want to miss. Proceeds benefit Light of 
Christ Catholic Schools, which includes Cathedral 
of the Holy Spirit Elementary, St. Mary’s Grade 
School, Saint Anne School, St. Mary’s Academy, 
and St. Mary’s Central High School. The event is a huge revenue generator 
for the schools. 

The St. Mary’s Carnival offers plenty of fun for all ages. Each evening offers 
a delicious hot meal, while pizza, hot dogs, taco in a bag, and cotton candy 
are also available. The midway, held in the gymnasium, is a huge draw for the 
kids. In addition, there is a car raffle, live and silent auctions, Bingo, pull tabs, 
and a book sale room. 

Alisha Ritter has run the Cake Walk room for about seven years. Her mother-
in-law, Rita, recruited her since Rita runs the hallway that includes the Cake 
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JANUARY 1
Solemnity of Holy Mary, Mother of God — 

Mass at 9 a.m.

JANUARY 7
First Friday Fellowship 
following 8 a.m. Mass

JANUARY 11
Baptism Class for first-time parents at 6 p.m.

Knights of Columbus meeting at 7 p.m.

JANUARY 12
Ladies of Ascension Meeting at 8:30 a.m.

JANUARY 16
Knights of Columbus Breakfast 
from 8:45 a.m. to 12:45 p.m.

JANUARY 19
Seventh Grade Confirmation Retreat 

from 6:00 to 8:30 p.m.

JANUARY 26
Dining in Faith supper for Faith Formation 

families, serving from 4:45 to 6:45 p.m.

A Look Back at Advent 
Preparations at 

Ascension

Ascension
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Upcoming Events

Members of the Ascension Environment 
Committee shared their time and talents 

by helping to setup and decorate the 
church for Advent celebrations, as well 
as our Advent Adoration. Thank you to 
all who helped to make for a beautiful 
and reverent environment to celebrate 

this season.

Our 
Angel Tree

Msgr. Jim was amazed when he saw 
all the gifts for our Angel Tree — over 

200! Thank you to our generous 
parishioners who donated, and to our 

Social Concerns 
Committee for 

organizing this project! 



We were all taught in school that the month 
of January gets its name from Janus, the 

ancient Roman god of doors and gates. His image 
was always carved or painted with two faces, one 
looking forward and the other backward. This 
reflected, of course, that you can go either out a 
door or in through one. From this very specific 
function, his role was generalized to include all 
beginnings and new endeavors.  

Because of Janus’ place in the Roman pantheon, 
it seemed natural to the Romans to name the first 
month of the civil year after him. (The Church year 
began back with the First Sunday of Advent, you’ll 
remember.) And although we no longer worship the 
pagan gods of the ancient Romans, the name has 
stuck down the centuries.  

But we’re not immune to the human instinct 
that moved the Romans to name the first month 
after Janus. His double countenance, facing 
forward and backward, reflects how we approach 
the coming of each new year.  

The last week of the old year finds the newspapers 
and TV programs giving a glance back at the past 
year (“the 10 best, or worst, movies of…” and such) 
along with predictions of what the new year will 
bring. My personal favorite is always “the 10 worst 
predictions” for the year just ending.   

Just like the secular world does — Janus-like 
— we both look back at our own successes and 
failures, happy events, and sad ones, during the 
year just ending, and forward to the new year as we 
prepare our resolutions.

When we reflect back on the blessings 
we’ve received, our hearts should be filled with 
gratitude, no matter how difficult the year has 

been. But for most of us, 
there have been failures 
and failings, too. That calls 
for repentance, and perhaps 
a trip to the confessional 
— but God, who makes 
“all things new” (Rv 21:5), 
will then give us a clean 
spiritual slate with which 
we may begin the new year.  

I’d also like to challenge 
you to include your grateful 
response to God as you make your resolutions 
for the new year. You don’t have to wait until 
you fill out a commitment card to decide this is 
the year when you’re actually going to attend 
Mass once a week in addition to Sunday (or 
begin worshiping every Sunday if you haven’t 
been doing so) or to pray the Rosary every week 
or to begin regular prayers with your family. 
Include in your resolutions how you are going 
to get involved in some ministry in the parish or 
some service to the community, and then do so. 
Decide to become more faithful in your financial 
stewardship if your treasure commitment is less 
than it should be. Look forward to the new year 
and bring Christ and His Church to the center 
of your resolutions. Then see what a good year it 
will be, with God at the center!

Have a happy, and holy, New Year.

Sincerely yours in Christ,

Msgr. Jim Braaten 
Pastor

A Letter From Our Pastor
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Dear Parishioners,

START 2022 WITH AClean Spiritual Slate



4

Typically, Christmas Eve 
and Christmas Day are 

full of traditions. Perhaps the 
whole family hops in the car 
and drives to grandma’s house, 
or presents are opened after 
Christmas Eve Mass. For Neal 
and Heather Leier, and their 
children, Christmas Eve means 
serving those in need through 
the Christmas Eve Dinner at 
Ascension. The family is there 
to lend a smile to those who are 
alone. Although the couple’s 
three children no longer live at 
home, it’s a tradition they still 
pitch in with when they can — 
and it’s something that’s created 
so many wonderful memories. 

The family also helps with the 
annual Parish Spring Dinner. 

“It’s a blessing to be able to 
serve a hot meal to those who 
are elderly or alone,” Heather 
says. “It’s been a joy to be able 
to give a hug, provide a smile, 
and wish a ‘Merry Christmas,’ 
that they might not get from 
someone else.” 

Serving this way is simple 
and does not require much time. 
But being involved has been a 
huge blessing to the Leier family. 
They’ve been volunteering 
for about eight years — the 
tradition started after Neal’s 
mother, Monica, passed 
away. The family was used to 
gathering at her home, so when 
there was nowhere planned for 
Christmas Eve, they decided to 
give volunteering a try. 

Heather also serves as Co-
Chair of the Social Concerns 
Committee. In particular, she 
has a passion for the Angel 
Tree. The group collects names 
from the school of students who 
may not receive Christmas gifts 
due to financial concerns. They 
fill out tags for parishioners to 
fulfill. In all the years Heather 
has been involved, there’s never 
been one tag left. 

“I think we are the only church 
in the area that does something 
like this,” Heather says. “It’s 
amazing. Our parishioners are 

so generous.” 
Heather and other committee 

members spend a lot of time 
preparing for this project in 
the months leading up to 
Christmas. The Angel Tree is 
what drew Heather in to get 
involved in the Social Concerns 
Committee — she remembers 
her parents buying gifts for 
those in need when she was a 
child. Heather also enjoys other 
Social Concerns Committee 
projects like the Blessing Bags, 
given to graduating seniors, and 
the sock drive that has benefited 
the Ministry on the Margins, to 
name a few. Neal helps out with 
projects as needed, too. 

“I was a quiet member of the 
Social Concerns Committee for 
a few years,” Heather says. “All 
of a sudden someone told me I 
should be a Co-Chair.”

Both Neal and Heather were 
raised Catholic, and their faith 
has been an important part of 
their lives all through.  

“We just believe that being 
a part of the church includes 
tithing and giving of our time,” 
Heather says. “We love being 
part of this church community 
and being able to give back. 
Being a part of this community 
totally gives me hope that there 
is good in this world.”

The Leiers feel so blessed to 
have the opportunity to serve 

Meet Neal and Heather Leier:

Ascension
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“It’s a blessing to 
be able to serve a 
hot meal to those 
who are elderly or 

alone. It’s been a joy 
to be able to give a 

hug, provide a smile 
and wish a ‘Merry 
Christmas,’ that 

they might not get 
from someone else.” 

— Heather Leier

Faithfully Doing Their Part for Our Parish and Community
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Meet Neal and Heather Leier:
others. They also feel blessed to have found such an 
amazing community at our parish. They especially 
appreciate how Msgr. Jim Braaten gets to know 
people’s names.

“You can’t walk in the door and not feel greeted,” Neal 
says. 

Heather witnesses the generosity of our parishioners 
in action. The Social Concerns Committee has never had 
a project fail. 

“When I see all the gifts gathered for the Angel Tree, 
for example, it brings tears to my eyes,” she says. 

Neal and Heather have three children, one grandchild 
and another on the way. Neal works as a supervisor at 
Mandan Marathon Refinery and Heather is a nurse 
practitioner for Veterans Affairs. In their free time, they 
enjoy being on the water, spending time with family, 
playing cards and games, and golfing. Neals also enjoys 
hunting and fishing.

A shuttle bus runs from the Capitol west parking lot. 
Please visit www.stmaryscarnival.org to learn more. 

Everyone is invited! Please consider volunteering for the carnival, as well.  
If you would like to get involved, please call the parish office at 701-223-3606.

St. Mary’s Carnival  continued from front cover
Walk, Kiddie Karnival, Book Sale, Carnival Cafe, 
and bake sale rooms. 

“It runs in the family,” Alisha says. “My sister-
in-law gets a room, too. We both really like it. It is 
such a blast. We are there all weekend.”

This is the first year where Alisha and her 
husband, Scott, have had a child receiving Catholic 
education through Light of Christ Catholic Schools. 
Lydia, 5, is in kindergarten at Saint Anne’s. The 
couple also has a 4-year-old daughter named Mesa. 

“It’s just a good thing to be part of,” Alisha says. 

“It’s so important to support Catholic education, 
and it’s a fun thing for families to do together. 
There’s something for everyone.”

In particular, Alisha loves seeing everyone 
pitch in to get the work done — it’s truly a 
community effort. 

“Many of the volunteers are empty nesters 
whose children went to Catholic schools — 
thank goodness they stay involved!” Alisha says. 
“We need so many volunteers to keep this great 
tradition going.”

Heather and Neal Leier

Faithfully Doing Their Part for Our Parish and Community

http://www.stmaryscarnival.org
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Merry Christmas! I hope everyone had a great 
Advent and Christmas! I had a busy but 

blessed Advent. Before advent started, near the 
end of November, Fr. Dosch, our vocations director, 
visited us at the seminary. It was a blessing to have 
him at the seminary, as we do not get many visitors 
from Bismarck throughout the year. The next week 
we had a St. Cecilia day party that was celebrated 
with karaoke! That Tuesday, after my final class, two 
Bismarck seminarians, a Richmond seminarian, 
and I drove to Rhode Island for Thanksgiving. It 
was a much-needed break. We all had a refreshing 
and joyful time in Rhode Island. That Sunday was 
the first Sunday in Advent; we spent most of it 
driving back to Washington, D.C.

The beginning and middle of December were 
very busy for me and my brother seminarians 
because we were coming to the end of the 
semester, which means finishing papers 
and preparing for finals. In the midst of the 
schoolwork, we had a few seminary events. The 
first was street evangelization. We went around 
D.C. asking people if they had any prayer 
intentions that they would like for us to pray 
for. It was a very formative experience for me 
and others. The next day we invited seminarian 
families to join us for Mass and caroling at the 
seminary. That Wednesday was the Solemnity 
of the Immaculate Conception. We did not 
have any classes that day and we had the 
option of going to a final vows profession for 
the Missionaries of Charity. The next week was 
finals week and our end-of-the-semester party 
at the seminary. That Sunday, I flew back to 

Bismarck and will be there for two weeks before 
going back to Washington for the next semester.

I would just like to leave a final word about 
Advent and Christmas. During the time of 
Advent and Christmas, the Church encourages 
us to reflect on the first Advent and Christmas 
in Nazareth with Mary. Mary, when she was 
carrying Jesus in her womb, lived her daily life 
with Jesus. All that she did, even the seemingly 
mundane things, was done for the nourishment 
of Jesus and in preparation for his birth. And 
it was all done with great joy because she knew 
that Jesus was being formed in her through 
her actions. The same can be for us. Our daily, 
seemingly mundane, life can also be lived in joy 
and peace knowing that Jesus can be formed 
in us through our actions. Let us ask Mary to 
help us receive all that Jesus wants to give us 
during this time. God Bless!

A Look Back at a

Ascension
c a t h o l i c  c h u r c h

By JOE SCHON, Seminarian

Blessed Advent
Christmas&
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The New Year has 
arrived, and we have 

all been busy making 
— and trying to keep — 
our list of New Year’s 
resolutions. Many of 
us choose resolutions 
geared toward health 
and fitness. After all, 
possessing good overall 
health is critical to 
our well-being. Others may try to avoid a 
particularly bad habit. Maybe you need to 
quit smoking or stop swearing. Still, many of 
us plan things we have always wanted to do, 
but never get around to doing.

As the days of January continue onward, 
however, many of us find the inspiration of 
keeping our good-intentioned resolutions to 
be fading fast. By the end of the month, most 
of us have given in to our temptations and 
returned to our old ways. We are only human, 
right? Discouraged by this yearly failure, 
many of us don’t even bother making New 
Year’s resolutions anymore, especially if we 
feel like we won’t succeed. 

Maybe our failures lie in both how we 
make our resolutions and what resolutions we 
actually choose. What we need to understand 
is the “root” of our resolution. For example, 
if you resolve to eat less candy to drop those 
recently added holiday pounds, is the “root” 
of your resolution a selfish one — wanting 
to look better since you overindulged? Or, 
are you genuinely seeking to stop giving in 
to each “sweet tooth” craving by practicing 
mortification — giving up of a personal 
pleasure to glorify God? If the “root” is a selfish 
one, only to benefit yourself, then it is often 
difficult to keep in the long run. However, if 
we are trying to glorify God, our mission is 

STEWARDSHIP:

Tying your New Year’s resolutions into the 
principles of stewardship — giving of your time, 
talent and treasure back to God — is a great way 
to ensure that the “root” of your resolution is right 
on track!
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New Year's Resolutions  continued from page 7

much more important and worth keeping.
Tying your New Year’s resolutions into the 

principles of stewardship — giving of your 
time, talent and treasure back to God — is 
a great way to ensure that the “root” of your 
resolution is right on track! For instance, 
resolving to pray each evening before going 
to bed glorifies God, brings you peace before 
slumber, and allows you to grow in your 
relationship with Christ. The “root” is pure. 
Your desire to keep it will be stronger and 
make it easier for you to keep. In the same 
way, resolving to return your talents to God 
by helping others in need is an excellent 
choice in creating a selfless resolution with 
the right “root.” Furthermore, resolving to 

re-evaluate your finances is also extremely 
important, and the beginning of a new year 
is a great time to do it. Are you giving back to 
God out of gratitude for all He has given you? 
Or are you merely dropping a dollar or two in 
the collection basket just to feel good about 
yourself? 

If you are not where you would like to be 
as a good steward — either with sharing your 
time, talent or treasure — you can resolve to do 
better. The New Year is a perfect opportunity 
to start anew and become the good steward 
that God desires each of us to become. And 
when we choose selfless things that build His 
kingdom instead of ours, we are sure to not 
only stay on track, but to succeed!

http://www.ascensionbismarck.org

