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“The prayer of the lowly pierces the clouds”

Last week-end, if you remember, I preached about remembering.  

Unless you had a memory wipe when you left church, you’ll recall that I 

encouraged you not to have a memory wipe when you left church.  

Instead, I urged you to go forth, consciously keeping in mind the 

Scriptures and homily you had just heard, and keeping in your heart 

the flame of the Eucharist you had just received.  I implored you to 

remember those irreplaceable blessings.

Today, I’d like us to reflect upon the importance of memory in 

another context by sharing with you a memory of my own.  When I 

began working for the Fish and Wildlife Service in Alaska way back in 

the Pleistocene, my job was to coordinate the subsistence waterfowl 

harvest survey.  The Service was planning to legalize a spring 

subsistence hunt of waterfowl for Alaskan Natives and other rural 

residents.  Waterfowl were a critical part of the Yup’ik people’s annual 

food budget because they served as a dietary bridge between late winter 

and late spring.  By late winter, most of the frozen moose and salmon 

which had been harvested and stored by villagers the previous year was 

consumed, so early spring waterfowl—geese, swans, and 

ducks—provided a much-needed pulse of protein for the communities 

until the river ice broke and the salmon began running again.  So, the 

Fish and Wildlife Service wanted to find out just how many waterfowl 

were needed and which species were harvested by the indigenous 

people.



My job was to hire local residents in each village to conduct these 

confidential surveys over the course of the spring and summer.  My first 

hire was from the tiny Native village of Pitka’s Point where the 

Andreafsky River flowed into the mighty Yukon just 70 miles from the 

Bering Sea.  When I arrived at the village to recruit a surveyor, the 

elders informed me that the best person for the job, by far, was a 14-

year-old high school student named Sophie Sergie.  I was surprised by 

their choice, but I trusted their judgment, so after a brief interview, I 

hired Sophie on the spot.  She was bright, funny, and ambitious, and 

was already looking forward to a college career in science.  She was 

delightful and one of my very best survey workers.  However, just six 

years later, in 1993, Sophie was found raped and brutally murdered in a 

dorm on the University of Alaska-Fairbanks campus.  The police and 

troopers had few leads, and what little evidence they had led nowhere.  

For years, for decades, the trail of Sophie’s murderer went cold.

Sophie was not the only young Native woman I knew who became 

a victim of violence.  My wife, Christine, and I met when we taught for a 

couple years at a Catholic boarding school just 4 miles upriver from 

Sophie’s home village.  Just like Sophie, two of our former students 

eventually became victims of unsolved homicides.  These young women 

are tragically not an exception.  In fact there is now an acronym for 

such victims, MMIW: Missing or Murdered Indigenous Women.  There 

are thousands of missing indigenous women throughout America, and 

although Alaska leads the nation in this sorry statistic, the problem 

stretches from coast to coast.  

 Not all victims of violence disappear or die. In addition to the 

murder victims we have known, too many of our former students have 



endured physical, emotional or sexual brutality.  One particularly 

disturbing memory sticks with me.  About 16 years ago, I was in the 

Anchorage airport, and I saw two of our former students—I’ll call them 

Lucy and Theresa, though those are not their real names.  I recognized 

Lucy right away when she greeted me, even though it had been about 

twenty years since I’d last seen her.  As it turned out, Lucy was 

becoming widely recognizable as the face representing all the Native 

girls and boys who had been abused and victimized by priests in rural 

Alaska over many, many years.  On that day at the airport, however, 

Lucy had accompanied her friend to the hospital in Anchorage because 

Theresa had been beaten so badly that her face was literally 

unrecognizable.  

Violence against Native women is devastatingly widespread.  

Native women are murdered at 10 times the national rate, 1 out of 3 

Native women will be raped in their lifetime, and 3 out of 5 will be 

physically assaulted.  Significantly, nearly 90% of the perpetrators in 

these crimes are non-Native.  Now that our parish cluster includes 

members of the Lac Coutre Oreilles band of the Lake Superior Ojibwe, 

it is important for us to become increasingly aware of the challenges 

faced by our Native sisters and brothers.  

Of course, Native Americans are not the only victims of violence.  

Domestic violence affects people of all races, ethnic backgrounds, ages, 

economic levels, and geographic regions.  It also affects members of 

both sexes.  In the United States, about 1 in 4 women and 1 in 7 men 

have experienced severe physical violence by an intimate partner in 

their lifetime.  Annually more than 10 million women and men suffer 

such violence, or about 20 of our fellow Americans every minute.  In 



Wisconsin just last year, a person lost their life to domestic violence 

every 3.4 days.  

Christine and I were first exposed to local domestic violence in 

our first year here in Wisconsin.  A neighbor had been strangled by her 

husband; when she escaped, she ran barefoot through the woods at 

night to a neighbor’s house, and then sought solace and comfort with 

Christine for several weeks thereafter.  A few years later, after her 

husband was released from prison and returned to their home, her teen-

aged son fled to our home after being threatened by his step-father, and 

the young man ended up staying with us for over a year-and-a-half 

during the pandemic until he was old enough and ready to move out on 

his own.  Domestic violence is all around us—one in 4 women, one in 7 

men.  We cannot ignore it, and we should never forget it. 

When a husband and father turns against his wife and children in 

violence, the victims are traumatized.  Instead of receiving the marital 

and paternal love to be expected within the family, they may almost feel 

as if they have become widows and orphans.  Thus, our first reading 

from Sirach becomes heartbreakingly relevant: “God is not deaf to the 

wail of the orphan, nor to the widow when she pours out her 

complaint…The prayer of the lowly pierces the clouds; it does not rest 

till it reaches its goal, nor will it withdraw till the Most High responds.”  

Our responsorial psalm declared the same: “The Lord hears the cry of 

the poor…The Lord is close to the brokenhearted; and those who are 

crushed in spirit he saves…When the just cry out, the Lord hears them, 

and from all their distress he rescues them.”

How does the Lord save and rescue the poor and broken-hearted?  

Through us.  We are his hands, his heart, and his smile.  As Pope 



Benedict taught, one of the three great responsibilities of the Church is 

to charitably serve the poor, the victims, those on the margins.  

Working directly with victims of domestic violence can be complicated 

and occasionally dangerous; such efforts require knowledge, caution, 

planning, and even training.  But all of us can support victims in other 

ways.  Keep your eyes open, and if you suspect someone is being abused, 

break the circle of silence and share your concerns with shelter staff or 

law enforcement personnel.  Financially support those shelters and 

programs which provide direct aid and protection to victims and their 

children.  Train your own children about the evil of domestic 

violence—making sure boys know that violence against women is never 

acceptable, and letting girls know that they should never accept violence 

against them, nor should they accept blame for becoming a victim of 

violence.  But the first step is to never forget that those hidden victims 

are out there, and so are the hidden perpetrators whose own emotional 

and psychological wounds may be just as deep as their victims’, and 

who also desperately need healing, as well as mercy and forgiveness.  

We must never forget.

Fortunately, the Alaska State Troopers never forgot about Sophie 

Sergie.  Four years ago, their Cold Case Unit submitted DNA collected 

at the scene of Sophie’s murder to a company doing genetic genealogy 

testing.  Just after Christmas of 2018, the lab reported to the troopers 

that familial DNA on file pointed to a single suspect—a middle-aged 

man who lived in Maine, a continent away from Alaska, but who had 

been at UAF in 1993, living in the very same dorm where Sophie was 

murdered.  The troopers obtained a search warrant, acquired a cheek 

swab, and directly compared his DNA to that obtained at the crime 



scene.  They matched.  The man was charged in February of 2019, and 

in February of this year, he was convicted of Sophie’s rape and murder, 

over a quarter-century after the crimes.  For Sophie’s family, there was 

finally some measure of justice, because that Cold Case Unit refused to 

give up, they refused to forget.

As Catholics, we are called to never forget the poor souls suffering 

in purgatory, and we are encouraged to support them with our prayers.  

We must do the same for the poor souls here on earth who are suffering 

through the purgatory of domestic violence.  They, too, need to be 

supported by our prayers.  Today, we’ll take the opportunity to do just 

that.  You may have noticed the small table in front of the altar with a 

tray of small candles upon it.  At the end of the prayers of the faithful, 

I’ll invite any of you who know a victim of domestic violence to come up 

and light a candle on their behalf—to their memory if they are no 

longer with us, or, if they are still with us, to remind us of their ongoing 

need for healing and protection.   So, if any of you has a family member, 

relative, friend, colleague or acquaintance who you know is a victim, or 

who you suspect might be, please come forward at that time to light a 

candle of remembrance, a candle to light our prayers to God on their 

behalf.  If you are or have been a victim yourself, but feel that you 

cannot come forward safely, please remain in your pew.  Feel no shame 

and know that our collective prayers go up for you as well.  Dare to 

realize that even when it seems that you are not loved by those closest to 

you, the one who is truly closest to you—your heavenly Father—loves 

you beyond measure, and always will.  May those lit candles help all of 

us to remember the victims of violence who live among us, and remind 



us of our call to serve them in whatever way we can through the grace of 

our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. 


