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Above, Father Park kneels in Adoration at the side altar following Holy 
Thursday Mass in April. Photo courtesy of Gabby Ilkka.  On the cover: 
St. Michael Catholic School (StMCS) students, parents, and staff prepare to 
launch a balloon rosary for the Feast of Our Lady of Fatima on May 13. Photo 
courtesy of StMCS staff.

If God Does 
Not Build
Just over two years ago, our parish 
launched a new brand and tagline: 
Blessed Heritage. Bold Future. We also 
launched this newsletter, in hopes of 
sharing compelling stories of discipleship 
here in our community. 

When I arrived as your new pastor a few 
months later, we pushed forward with 
the BOLD FUTURE campaign to expand 
our church facilities. While many other 
parishes were struggling to maintain 
operations, your generosity and trust in 
the Lord were on display through:

• a strong offertory
• our largest capital campaign ever, 
raising $6M+ for a new social hall, gym, 
and office and meeting space
• and a surge in Mass attendance and 
parish membership as soon as the 
church fully reopened. 

Today, St. Michael has among the best 
Sunday Mass attendance rates in the 
archdiocese. Our parish and school 
are thriving!

In a community like ours, it’s easy to 
get comfortable and let our momentum 
carry us, but we are not made for 
coasting. Our community has been 
Catholic since before the village or 
church existed here, but that’s no 
guarantee of the future. We must stay 
on mission, discerning how best to 
bring the Good News of Jesus Christ to 
more and more people—not just in our 
pews and homes, but in our workplaces 
and neighborhoods.

This issue of DISCIPLE includes an edited 
Q&A with me, looking at the past two 
years and the years ahead. It’s always 
exciting to predict and plan, but “Unless 
the Lord build the house, they labor in 
vain who build. Unless the Lord guard 
the city, in vain does the guard keep 
watch” (Psalm 127:1). 

In the days ahead, it will be more important than ever that we 
discern God’s will and pursue it with courage—and to do that, I 
need your help:

• First, please pray for our parish, priests, leadership, and staff. 
• Second, never hesitate to share your thoughts or feedback 
with me.

Discernment is best among a community of believers, and 
while it may appear that we are moving quickly, we are also 
continuously asking the Lord to speak to us and guide our 
decisions. Let Him speak through you, so that we can pursue 
our BOLD FUTURE together.

God bless you, friends!

Father Brian Park
Pastor
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building project, the historic church, the possibility of a Catholic 
high school, and our painting project. I pray for blessings on the 
building project, that all goes well—for safety for the workers, 
for completion on time, and for the money we need to pay for 
it. And I pray for discernment on how best to use our historic 
church. I love it and would love to keep it in some fashion. 
But how best can we use it as a community? There is a cost, 
obviously, to keep up the building, as well as major capital 
improvements that need to be made. 

A Catholic high school is another big question. The recent 
exploratory survey shows the demand is there, and I would love 
to have a regional Catholic high school in this area. So we’re 
looking at all options: partnering with Holy Spirit Academy 
(HSA) in Monticello to expand their school, starting something 
new in partnership with HSA and other local parishes, or even 
just expanding our own school over time to be preK-12. That’s 
where the discernment comes in, in our own community and 
with the archdiocese and HSA. 

With the painting project in the nave of the church, I’m praying 
that we can do some of the additional items, and that all goes 
well and on time. We have a tight, three-month window to get 
it all done. And we’re hoping to complete some other needed 

Note: This article is an edited version of 
a conversation between Father Brian 
Park and Communications Manager Jim 
Thorp in late May of 2022.

You arrived a little more than two years 
ago. How’s the transition been for you, 
and how are you spending your time?

Father Brian Park: I mean, it’s been 
great. I love being here at St. Michael—I 
want the archbishop just to forget about 
me for the next 30 years!

I spend most of my time just doing 
day-to-day priestly stuff—sacraments; 
working with staff; meeting with 
individuals, spouses and families, 
engaged couples; a lot of email and 
phone calls. That’s often the meat of my 
day, along with my prayer life, of course. I 
spend a lot of time in prayer each day.

In terms of priorities, the four main 
things I’m often praying for are the 

ALWAYS ADVANCING
Father Park Reflects on the Past Two Years and Where We Go from Here

Father Brian Park processes in with Deacon (now Father) John Utecht and 
Deacon Steve Dupay on Holy Thursday in April. Photo courtesy of Gabby Ilkka.
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improvements at the same time: 
redoing the lighting in the church while 
we have scaffolding set up, and as soon 
as they’re done painting, we hope to 
put in new carpet before we reopen the 
space for Holy Week.

Clearly you love Catholic education. 
What’s your vision for the future 
of St. Michael Catholic School and 
how does that relate to exploring a 
Catholic high school?

Father Park: The vision for our 
preK-8 school is to have a new school 
on our church campus. That’s the 
dream. Personally, I would love to have 
a school that’s big enough to fit three 
sections per grade, preschool through 
eighth grade, so we can have 75 or so 
kids per grade. Right now, almost every 
grade has a waiting list—and a lot of 
families don’t even bother putting 
themselves on the waiting list. I think 
we could fill three sections per grade.

For that to happen, we have to focus 
on finishing and paying for our current 
project. We raised a little over half 
of the cost of this project, and those 
pledges go through 2023. If everyone 
is faithful to their pledges, a year and a 
half from now, we’ll have paid for over 
half of the project. Then it’s a matter of 
doing some more fundraising to pay for 
the second half of the project, hopefully 
in a short period of time, so we can 
ramp up for a big campaign to build a 
new school. 

In terms of a Catholic high school in 
this area, we’re in the infancy of that 
conversation. I think all options are on 
the table regarding what that could 
look like. It’s so early on, it’s hard to 
have any answers. How soon do we 
need a high school? How do we discern 

that with the community? And none of this means we need to build 
a high school. What if we could ramp up a high school in existing 
space sooner rather than later?

No one’s got a crystal ball. You can talk about hopes and dreams, 
which are important things, but at the end of the day, we have to 
discern one step at a time. 

Talk a little about what discernment looks like for major decisions 
like these.

Father Park: A big part of the discernment is getting feedback from 
people, even people who disagree. I find that one of the best ways to 
discern the Holy Spirit’s movement is through group discussion and 
conversation. Rarely in the chapel, praying by myself, do I get a clear 
word from the Lord. In my experience, discernment best happens in 
a community of believers who come together to pray and then have 
conversation that is open, honest, and charitable. Asking questions, 
getting feedback—that’s when the Holy Spirit’s able to guide us on 
the path He desires for us. 

We have a new priest coming this month, Father Connor 
McGinnis. How did that come about, and what will that mean for 
our parish?

Father Park: I requested a full-time associate from the archdiocese. 
It’s hard for Father Joe to have to go back and forth—to be the 

Father Park and Father Connor McGinnis meet following a clergy meeting in which 
the assignments for new priests were announced, just a few days before Father 
McGinnis’s ordination. Photo courtesy of Father Park.



S T.  M I C H A E L  C AT H O L I C  C H U R C H  &  S C H O O L      5

full-time priest at St. Albert and still be the associate 
here. We need a third priest to serve this community 
of Catholics. 

One change will be offering more Masses. Starting 
in July, we’ll have a weekly Wednesday evening Mass 
and a weekly Saturday morning Mass, as well as some 
additional availability for Confession. We’re adding 
Confession on Wednesday evening with that new 
Mass, and we’ll have two priests hearing Confessions 
more often.

We added another Sunday Mass back in December 
2020, and for one priest to do three Masses every 
Sunday is exhausting. With Father McGinnis here, 
he can do two and I can do two, which will be better 
for our physical and emotional health. The Church is 
wise to limit the number of Masses a priest can say on 
any given day. There really is a spiritual draining that 
happens when you say three Masses every Sunday. 

You’ve also shared that some of the more fruitful 
things you do are outside of the day-to-day life of 
the parish. What do you mean by that?

Father Park: The word encounter is huge for me. 
Why do people not live their faith? Why do so many 
baptized and confirmed Catholics have a lukewarm 
faith or abandon the Church? Fundamentally, there’s 
not a desire to follow Christ. That initial conversion, 
from ‘I have little to no desire to follow Christ’ to ‘I want 
to go to Mass; I want to be faithful; I hunger to know 
God,’ can happen quickly through an experience like a 
retreat. It can occur at Sunday Mass, too, but most of 
the time it doesn’t. 

That’s why things like Extreme Faith Camp matter: 
Let’s get the young people away from their normal life 
and immerse them in a culture in which prayer, praise 
and worship, the Mass, and Adoration are central. 
That’s why things like the Awakening Retreat and the 
Welcome Retreat matter, why we’re doing the Marian 
Bus Pilgrimage again in October, and why we’re 
starting to schedule mission trips and international 
pilgrimages now that travel is opening up again. All 
these things pull people away from their daily lives to 
focus on nothing but God.

In the last issue, you said we are always advancing. 
If things go well, what does our parish look like in 
10 years? And where do you find the energy?

Father Park: You asked me earlier about my priorities, 
and I mentioned four things that I’m often praying 
about. But really, those are practical priorities. My top 
priority always is the salvation of souls—that every 
single person who comes here would be a faithful 
disciple of Jesus Christ. That’s what I’m thinking about 
at night when I’m lying in my bed and can’t sleep: 
How do we evangelize a parish?

At the end of the day, having a big building is nice. 
But if we’re not leading people to heaven, what’s the 
point? What’s the point of having a beautifully painted 
church if it’s not helping attract more people to come 
to know and love Jesus? 

I would like us to continue to be a parish on fire for 
Jesus Christ—more and more people faithfully living 
out the gospel in their lives, more people joining the 

Father Park celebrates the ninth anniversary of his ordination to 
the priesthood at the River Inn in Hanover in May. Photo courtesy 
of Ministry Coordinator Cindy Woitalla.
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HELP WANTED
Can you volunteer for 
the Fall Festival? We are 
looking for parishioners like 
you to help lead this year’s 
activities on Saturday and 
Sunday, September 10-11, at 
St. Michael Catholic School.

To help, contact Heidi 
Arndt at her office number, 
612-470-3740, or harndt@
stmcatholicchurch.org.

Church every year, more young people encountering 
Christ through youth ministry programs and Catholic 
education. I hope we’re doing more to serve the poor 
in our area and even beyond.

The way I would put it is, “Come join our joy.” The one 
thing that every human heart longs for is joy, and 
we’ve found this joy in the Lord and in community 
with one another as brothers and sisters in Christ. So 
we invite people to come join our joy—the joy that 
only Jesus Christ brings. 

And it’s the Holy Spirit that drives us. It’s all Him. I can’t 
convert anybody’s heart. I can’t change anybody’s 
mind. All I can do is tell them. That’s how God works. 
The longer I’m a priest, the more the parable of the 
sower and the seed really speaks to me. The sower 
scatters seeds in the most imprudent way. He just 
throws seed everywhere. But it shows the extravagant 
love of God, right? I’m going to throw seed 
everywhere, on people whose hearts are so hardened 
they may never repent. I’m gonna throw seeds there 
anyway and pray that some will land on good soil and 
bear fruit. But I can’t make a seed grow. Only the Holy 
Spirit can do that, with the cooperation of the person. 

St. Augustine said, “To fall in love with God is the 
greatest of all romance, to seek Him the greatest 
adventure, to find Him the greatest human 
achievement.” You will never be disappointed in giving 
your life to Jesus Christ. It’s not going to be easy, but 
you’ll never be disappointed!

Father Brian Park celebrates Holy Thursday Mass with 
Deacon (now Father) Utecht. Photo courtesy Gabby Ilkka.

GET INVOLVED - MEET NEW PEOPLE - LEND A HAND
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TEACHING PARISH PROVIDES PRACTICAL 
EXPERIENCE FOR FUTURE PRIESTS
In late May, five transitional deacons 
were ordained to the priesthood 
for the Archdiocese of Saint Paul 
and Minneapolis, including our new 
associate, Father Connor McGinnis, 
and one of our two teaching parish 
seminarians, Father John Utecht. 
All five spent years at Saint Paul 
Seminary (SPS) preparing spiritually 
and intellectually to serve the Catholic 
Church as priests—but where does a 
seminarian gain practical experience 
with the day-to-day demands of parish 
life? At teaching parishes like ours!

Apprenticeship for 
Priesthood
SPS oversees more than 50 teaching 
parishes, approved by the archbishop 
to provide hands-on experience for 
seminarians before they are ordained. 
Supervising pastors select a small 
group of parishioners to serve as each 
man’s teaching parish committee, 
providing insight into the issues and 
concerns facing parish families, as well 
as feedback regarding their growth and 
skills as a future pastor.

“The purpose of the teaching parish 
is to familiarize seminarians with the 
different roles a pastor fulfills and 
provide opportunities to develop 
pastoral skills,” said Father Utecht. “A 
seminarian is assigned to a teaching 
parish when he begins his first year of 
theology studies [graduate studies at 
SPS], and he’ll spend four years at his 
teaching parish.”

“The teaching parish committee 
is a group of parishioners who 
meet roughly once a month with 
the seminarian,” said seminarian 
Christopher Yanta. “The purpose of this 
committee is to give the seminarian 
experience with leading meetings, 
teaching, and facilitating conversation. 
It is also a great way for the seminarian 

to get to know more people within the 
parish, learning practicals for teaching, 
as well as things going on in the parish 
that have helped members to grow 
deeper in their faith—things that I hope 
to replicate or implement in my future 
ministry as a priest.”

Having seminarians engaged in parish 
life and liturgies also provides visible 
encouragement for future priestly 
vocations, Yanta added.

“The teaching parish is a place 
where the seminarian can get to 
know a small group of people and 
gain their perspective on different 
areas of parish life,” Father Utecht 
said. “One of the many ways that I’ve 
benefited from my committee has 
been getting to be a part of their 
lives and walking with them together 
through all of the different joys and 
struggles that life brings.”

“The teaching 
parish committee 
is a place where 
the seminarian 
can get to know 
a small group of 
people and gain 
their perspective 
on different areas 
of parish life.”

Father John 
Utecht, newly 
ordained in
the archdiocese

Father John Utecht shares a moment with his teaching parish 
comittee following his Ordination Mass in May. Pictured left to 

right: Glen and Pam Barbeln, Dan Berning, Brad Hackenmueller, 
Sharon Berning, Father Utecht,  Sarah Hackenmueller, Tom and 

Janene Keller. Photo courtesy of Tom Keller.

FAITH + WORKS
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“It’s really moving and 
increases my faith to 
witness a seminarian giving 
his whole life for the love of 
his life, our Lord.” 

– Kristy Hegrenes, 
teaching parish committee 
member for seminarian 
Chris Yanta

Blessings All Around
Future priests are not the only ones 
who benefit from the teaching parish 
ministry—committee members gain 
from the experience, too. Parishioners 
Glen and Pam Barbeln and Tom and 
Janene Keller served on Father Utecht’s 
committee. Both couples grew in faith 
and friendship over four years with 
“their” seminarian.

“Someone in our parish nominated 
Pam and I, thinking we would be a 
good fit for this ministry,” said Glen 
Barbeln. “We really enjoyed the 
friendships that we built with the rest 
of the committee and Father John. 
We learned a lot about our faith—the 
biggest fruit was watching the growth 
of Father John over a four-year period 
and now watching him progress into an 
excellent priest.”

“The topics of discussion were always 
interesting, from practice homilies 
to actual scenarios at other parishes 
involving handling delicate situations,” 
Tom Keller said. “We had many 
discussions involving all our families 
and got to know him quite personally. 
The four years have flown by so quickly, 
but I know we have gotten as much 
or more from this experience than our 
new Father John!”

Jeff and Bonita Rooney, Mike Haen, and 
Brian and Kristy Hegrenes are members 
of Yanta’s teaching parish committee, 
and they, too, see the benefits.

“The purpose of a teaching parish seems to be a little like an 
internship—a future priest is connected to average parishioners 
to practice talking about and teaching our Catholic faith,” Bonita 
Rooney said. “Two things stand out as blessings from this ministry:  
We’ve gotten to know great people within our teaching parish 
committee, and we are learning more about our faith as Chris takes 
us through various teachings. We are able to ask questions and dive 
deeper, which also helps Chris in his formation for priesthood.”

“When we first started, we were doing Zoom meetings because of 
COVID,” said Mike Haen. “Now we’re meeting in people’s homes, and 
I feel it elevates the participation. For me, the fruits are learning and 
reviewing our Catholic faith at a fun social outing.”

“The biggest fruits of this ministry for me have been connecting 
with others in the parish and seeing firsthand a seminarian in 
his formation stage,” said Kristy Hegrenes. “It’s really moving and 
increases my faith to witness a seminarian giving his whole life for 
the love of his life, our Lord.”

Seeing the men finally ordained is a deeply personal and moving 
culmination of four years of ministry.

“Supporting Father John through the Easter Triduum, his priestly 
ordination at the Saint Paul Cathedral, and celebrating his first Mass 
at St. Michael has been an honor,” Tom Keller said. “I would highly 
recommend that anyone contacted for a teaching parish committee 
eagerly accept the offer. I can very easily say my faith has never been 
stronger, and I have never been more proud to be Catholic.”

Teaching parish seminarian Chris Yanta, from Maple Lake, leads the 
procession at Holy Thursday Mass.  Photo courtesy of Gabby Ilkka.
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He was spurned and avoided by men, a man of suffering, 
knowing pain, like one from whom you turn your face, spurned, 
and we held him in no esteem. Yet it was our pain that he bore, 
our sufferings he endured. We thought of him as stricken, struck 
down by God and afflicted, but he was pierced for our sins, 
crushed for our iniquity. He bore the punishment that makes us 
whole, by his wounds we were healed. We had all gone astray 
like sheep, all following our own way; but the Lord laid upon him 
the guilt of us all. Though harshly treated, he submitted and did 
not open his mouth; like a lamb led to slaughter or a sheep silent 
before shearers, he did not open his mouth. – Isaiah 53:3-7

At the Seventh Station, our Lord falls for the second time, collapsing 
in human weakness under the weight of our sins. The prophet 
Isaiah paints a compelling picture of Christ’s suffering on behalf of 
humanity, and the scorn with which many of His people regarded 
Him at the time. Jesus would have been a relatively poor, working-
class Jew, little better than a slave to Roman eyes, and certainly no 
one special from the perspective of the Jewish leaders.  God’s perfect 
sacrifice—the lamb without blemish—is broken and bloody, difficult 
even to look at as He struggles to fulfill His mission.

The sacred Temple provides the backdrop to this second fall. This 
image serves not only to give us a sense of time and space—that 
we are moving through a real place at a real point in history—but 
to recall Christ’s own prophetic words. Early in John’s gospel, after 
driving the money-changers from His Father’s house, Jesus says, 
“Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up” (John 2:19). 
Those who heard assumed He was speaking of the sacred building, 
which had been under construction for more than a generation. Only 
after His death and resurrection did His disciples understand that the 
temple to be destroyed and rebuilt was His own body.

The Seventh Station: Jesus Falls a Second Time
THE ART OF WORSHIP

The Stations of the Cross begin on the back wall 
of the worship space, on the choir side of the 
main doors. The seventh station is in the front of 
church to the left of the sanctuary, outside the 
working sacristy.

GIFT CARDS FOR GRADS! 
Scrip is now RaiseRight! Did you know you can 
purchase gift cards for 400+ great brands and 
benefit St. Michael Catholic School?

• Go to your smart phone’s app store and search 
for RaiseRight
• Install, open, then click Join A Program
• Enter StMCS’s enrollment code:  F55FC5C8196L8
• Create your personal account and password, 
then start shopping!

You can also still order Scrip/RaiseRight gift cards 
manually. For more information, contact Malorie at 
stmcs.scrip@gmail.com!  #stmcsproud
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ONE BODY

ST. MICHAEL CATHOLIC SCHOOL FINISHES STRONG
BIDS FOR KIDS 
RAISES $175K+
St. Michael Catholic School’s biggest 
fundraiser of the year, Bids for Kids 
2022, raised more than $175K, 
bringing total fundraising for the year 
above our budgeted goal. The added 
funds provide opportunities for our 
students and items from our Wish 
List, including:

• a Gaga Ball pit
• updated classroom equipment
• new K-8 art curricula
• additional tools and resources from 
Teachers Pay Teachers

Thank you to everyone who donated 
this year, for all the ways you generously 
support our school!
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JESSER RETIRES 
AFTER 19 YEARS
She has welcomed two generations 
of St. Michael Catholic School (StMCS) 
students and parents over the past 19 
years, but at the end of the school year 
in early June, Barb Jesser retired.

“I’ve made so many great friends here 
and look forward to continuing those 
connections into the future,” Barb said. 
“And truly, I love our families—so many 
great connections with such wonderful 
parents. I will miss seeing the kids 
and how much they grow, physically 
emotionally, and spiritually. They keep 
you young!”

Barb began volunteering at the school 
when her children were students, then 
joined the kitchen staff. After five years 
of lunch duty, she worked a year as a 
paraprofessional before staffing the 

ST. MICHAEL CATHOLIC SCHOOL FINISHES STRONG

Longtime staff member Barb Jesser retired from St. Michael Catholic 
School this month. Students, staff, and parents alike stopped by to 

wish her well during the final weeks of the year.

desk and phones in the front office—a position she has held for 13 
years now.

“Barb’s warm and welcoming smile has greeted each person as 
they enter our main office, and her organization has been the glue 
that holds us all together,” said Principal Heidi Gallus. “Thank you 
for your selfless service to StMCS—may God bless you abundantly 
in retirement!”

Grandparents Day at St. Michael Catholic School brought together generations of 
StMCS students from the area families. Pictured above are four generations of alumni 

and students from the Duane and Kathy Barthel clan. Photo courtesy of the family.

Pictured left and center: School families and staff enjoy Bids for Kids 2022 at the 
Wellstead of Rogers; the balloon rosary slowly rises into the sky on the Feast of 
Our Lady of Fatima, and our preschool and 8th-grade graduates celebrate their 
accomplishments at St. Michael Catholic Church. Photos courtesy of StMCS staff.
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OUR CONFESSION SCHEDULE HAS CHANGED
Confessions are now 4:00-4:45 PM on Saturday afternoons and 5:30-6:15 PM 
on Tuesday evenings. Please note: Beginning in July, we will be adding a 
Wednesday evening Mass with Confessions before, as well as a year-round 
Saturday morning Mass. #StMCCBOLD


