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YUP'IK CATHOLICS IN THE 
VILLAGE OF CHEFORNAK CAN 

CELEBRATE MASS IN A CHURCH! 

For nearly 20 years, Catholics in the coastal village of Chefornak, Alaska
have patiently waited for a new church building. The previous St.
Catherine of Siena burned down in 2004, leaving the village of around 450
people--100% of whom are Catholic--without a sacred space in which to
celebrate the Mass, baptize their children, get married, or say goodbye to
deceased loved ones. That changed in September, when Bishop Chad
Zielinski flew to Chefornak to dedicate the village's new church as one of
his last acts as spiritual leader of the Diocese of Fairbanks. 

Front Cover: Deacon Joe Avugiak bows to the altar in the first Mass held
in the new St. Catherine of Siena Catholic Church in the village of

Chefornak, Alaska on September 8, 2022.



When you walk into the new St.
Catherine of Siena Catholic
Church in Chefornak, you're struck
by the simplicity of the space.
There are no gleaming stained
glass windows or marble statues.
No lavish religious art adorns its
moss green walls. The church is
simple, humble, and reverent--
just like the faith of the Yup'ik
Catholics who worship there.

The new St. Catherine's is a just
reward for the unflagging faith of
these indigenous Catholics, who
have "made do" by holding Mass
in a donated community center
for decades. Events like weddings
and funerals that were attended
by the entire village had to be
held in the school gym. 

Still , parishioners fundraised year
after year, holding fast to their
dream of a new church. They
raised money through raffles and
music and dance festivals, never
getting discouraged when even
the most successful events only
put a few thousand toward the 
$4 million price tag of a new
church. 

There were plenty of other
obstacles, too. Building in rural
Alaska is a logistical nightmare,
since all equipment and materials
must shipped from Seattle and
barged upriver to villages before
winter. Then, it had taken so long
to fundraise that time and
pandemic-related supply chain
issues upped the cost of the
project by nearly 60%. 
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"THIS CHURCH IS
A REMINDER TO
THE PEOPLE OF

CHEFORNAK NOT
ONLY TO PUT GOD

FIRST IN THIER
LIVES, BUT THAT
THEIR BROTHERS

AND SISTERS
OUTSIDE ALASKA

STAND WITH
THEM IN FAITH."

-BISHOP CHAD ZIELINSKI

But giving up wasn't an option
because village elders believed 
the church would be a powerful 
aid in passing the faith to the next
generation of Yup'ik. "We had a 
whole generation of kids who had
never set foot in a church," explains
parish administrator Agnes Kairaiuak.
"Now, they'll know just how special it 
is to worship in a real house of God."  

In the end, it was the generosity of
many donors from across the United
States that helped the diocese meet
its fundraising goals and get the new
St. Catherine's built. To all of our
donors who made this joy possible, 
the people of Chefornak say:  

Quyana caknek!
(Thank you very much in Yup'ik)
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-DEACON JOE AVUGIAK

"THIS CHURCH,
IT MEANS SO
MUCH TO OUR
COMMUNITY. 

FOR US ALL TO
BE TOGETHER

AGAIN,
ESPECIALLY

AFTER COVID, 
IS A BLESSING."
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from the classroom to the people: 
A Seminarian's Pastoral Year in Alaska

In January, the Diocese of Fairbanks ordained two of its three seminarians to the
priesthood. Our final candidate, Josh Miller, is currently completing his final two years
of formation at Mundelein Seminary outside of Chicago. But from fall 2021 through
spring 2022, your donations helped us send Josh to both rural and village parishes
across northern Alaska, giving the 32-year-old former U.S. Army soldier real-world,
hands-on training for his future vocation.  Here, Josh shares with his benefactors
some highlights of his pastoral year and how those experiences were critical to
preparing him to serve as a missionary priest.  

September 2021: Fairbanks

It 's hard to believe I’m already
starting my pastoral year as a
seminarian for the Diocese of
Fairbanks. After three years of
academic work at Mundelein
Seminary outside of Chicago, I’m
looking forward to getting out of the
classroom for a while and serving
the people. 

Lest I had any illusions my training
in Fairbanks was going to be
leisurely, my vocational director, Fr.
Fath, presented me with a rigorous
weekly schedule of ministries I’m to
assist with around the city. It
seemed like a lot, but then I realized
this is probably typical for our
priests since we have fewer than 20
now to serve nearly 50 churches.

October 2021

I ’m fully in the swing of my pastoral
ministries in Fairbanks. I 'm surprised
how much I've enjoyed preaching,
which will certainly be part of my
life as a priest. On Wednesdays, I
assist with Adoration at Immaculate
Conception Catholic Church and
afterward give a reflection on the
Eucharist before Benediction. It’s
been a blessing to share the fruits
of my studies and of prayer time
with others. I’ve also been helping
on Thursdays at the soup kitchen

 

Josh and our Vietnamese Franciscan priest,
Fr. Thinh Van Tran, wait on the frozen Yukon
River in March 2022 for Iditarod mushers to
pass through the village of Nulato.

attached to Immaculate
Conception, and it’s become one of
the highlights of my week. Even
before the pandemic, a few people
were getting belligerent and
fighting, so the church shut down
the dining area and started
distributing brown bag meals
through a window area. Then the
pandemic hit and that worked well
for social distancing. 

It bothered me that people were
missing out on the personal
connection, so I volunteered to hand
out hand warmers, socks, and gloves
to people standing in line for food,
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Tuesday: Mass; Visit the
Catholic Schools of Fairbanks

Wednesday: Mass, nursing
home visits, assist with
Adoration at Immaculate
Conception Church, help with
Confirmation classes 
at the Cathedral

Thursday: Mass, check-in 
with Vocational Director, 
help at the ICC Soup Kitchen

Friday: Mass, hospital visits 
to the sick, visit elders at 
assisted living facilities

Saturday (As-needed day): 
Help with weddings, prison
ministry, funerals, Engaged
Encounter, assist at vigil Mass

Sunday: Assist with Masses in
Fairbanks and at Fort
Wainwright 

Monday (Day off): Mass, hang
out with families and priests!

which gave me the chance to talk to people.
Most were receptive when I asked if I could pray
for them and their families. 

I witnessed some incredible moments of grace
amidst the homeless. A woman once
approached and quietly asked if we had
pregnancy tests. I informed her we didn’t but
referred her to the local pregnancy center. In
such close quarters, another woman heard the
conversation, then stepped forward and
confirmed that the pregnancy center’s staff
were “awesome” and encouraged her to go
there. It was like the second woman was
instinctively drawn to the first through their
shared vocation of motherhood. I listened as
they talked about their children, each humbly
acknowledging how they had failed them. We
prayed together and they went on their way. I
never saw the would-be pregnant woman again,
but I prayed for her often.   

Being close to the homeless made me aware of
the barriers they face in becoming healthy and
self-sufficient. Many I met clearly suffered from
addiction and mental health disorders that
made it difficult to maintain a job or housing. At
times, staff from social services agencies came
by and invited people to accept help. Sounds
easy, right? Fill out paperwork and soon you're
off the streets and a contributing member of
society. But most at the soup kitchen needed
help even filling out the forms. Because what
address do you put down when you're sleeping
on friends' couches? What phone number do you
provide if your pay-as-you-go cell is cut off
when you can’t pay for more minutes? 

a Seminarian's
Schedule in 

Fairbanks
Ice fishing in Emmonak
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November 2021: The Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta

Winter had arrived by the time my plane set down in Emmonak. It can be
hard for people from the lower 48 states to appreciate how vast Alaska is.
One of our former priests from Poland once rode his motorcycle for eight
hours one way to celebrate Mass at some remote “road system” parishes. He
couldn’t figure out why he was so exhausted, then realized that he would
have crossed most of Poland if he'd been back home! I just know it took me
three flights in the same state to reach Emmonak. 

In Emmonak, I shadowed one of our most experienced missionaries, Fr. Stan
Jaszek. Father Stan grew up in Communist Poland, and for the past two
decades has ministered to our Yup’ik Eskimo Catholics in villages across
western Alaska. He typically travels between three to four parishes every two
weeks to celebrate the Mass and sacraments.   

Village life reminded me of deployment, when you're missing the creature
comforts of a typical American household. Some villages had no running
water, while internet and cell coverage was spotty at best. Churches had
paper-thin walls, with insulation reserved mainly to keep water pipes from
bursting. We relied on small Toyo stoves to stay warm. Sometimes, it
sounded like another Pentecost as the tundra’s “strong driving wind” beat
against the church and arctic air found its way inside via cracks. 
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If something breaks in villages, there’s
no Home Depot. In Kotlik, I broke the
toilet seat, so duct tape to the rescue!
There are few conveniences and nearly
no resources for crises. Imagine going
into labor or breaking your arm and
having to get on a plane to see a
doctor…except a storm just rolled in and
grounded flights. Or being a domestic
violence victim and calling the police…
who take hours to get there by plane. A
depressed, addicted, or suicidal person
has little to help them out of the
darkness.   

I did notice in Emmonak at least, people
seemed to recognize that faith can help
them through adversity. Many people
attended daily Mass, and a high number
of young people attended Sunday
services. The village has a lot of young
families, with many baptisms and
weddings taking place. I’ve seen mostly
older Catholics in other villages. 

One shocking thing happened in
Emmonak. Someone broke into the
church and trashed the place, tearing
down the main crucifix and throwing it
on the floor. Father Stan called the
troopers, but in true village fashion, we
just got out the broom and cleaned the
sanctuary up as best we could in the
meantime. The vandal hadn’t breached
the tabernacle so the church didn’t
require a full rededication, but Fr. Stan
spent the next week leading rosaries and
prayer services for reparation and
preached on the priesthood, the
Eucharist, and the importance of sacred
spaces. The next Sunday, he blessed the
repaired church and celebrated a full
Mass again. It was beautiful and
humbling to see even many non-
Catholics attend the blessing service.
These villagers wanted to be present to
show solidarity with their Catholic
neighbors. 

 

Near the end of my visit in
Emmonak, Sacred Heart

Catholic Church was
vandalized. Someone broke

in and trashed the place,
destroying the crucifix  on

their way out. When the
church was blessed and
reopened a week later,

nearly the whole village
was present, including

non-Catholics who were
horrified by the assault on

our faith. 
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March 2022: The Interior Region

I ’ll be spending the next three
weeks shadowing another of our
missionary priests, Fr. Thinh Van
Tran. Father Thinh has a unique
background--he’s a Vietnamese
Franciscan who grew up in a small
rural village in Communist Vietnam
where every single resident was a
practicing Catholic. He’s a warm,
energetic priest in his 40s who has
retained his missionary zeal over
the years. For the past year, he’s
been stationed in the village of
Nulato and rotates visiting three
other village parishes in interior
Alaska. Like Fr. Stan in Emmonak, 
Fr. Thinh has embraced the
Athabaskan’s traditional lifestyle
and often goes fishing and game
hunting with villagers. He’s even
learned to sew fur and recycles the
hides of the animals he harvests
into warm hats, gloves, and parka
ruffs that he donates to villagers
across the interior region.  

We spent several days doing
renovations in the church rectory in
Nulato, removing part of a wall to
make a small but functional
bedroom. Previously, visiting priests
(and bishops!) were relegated to
sleeping on a twin mattress that
had been shoved into a cramped
closet space. We cleaned out the
sacristy and took older, surplus
items to the community clothing
closet called Bishop’s Attic, which
used to be a convent that housed
nuns from an earlier mission. 
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Helping Fr. Thinh with church repairs at Our Lady of the Snows 
in Nulato, the oldest Catholic church in Alaska

earlier mission. We also fixed two broken pews and modified the ones in the
front to accommodate parishioners with wheelchairs. Finally, we put up all the
Lenten decorations, since it can be challenging for a priest who is always
traveling to find time to decorate for the liturgical seasons. 

Between these more practical ministries, Fr. Thinh offered daily Mass, we
prayed the Liturgy of the Hours together, and even attended adoration once a
week at his churches. Every Sunday after Mass, we took the Eucharist to the
homebound, many of whom were disabled and had no chance of getting to
Mass in an ATV or snowmobile, especially during the icy, snowy winter
months. 

We also took some time to visit Fr. Joseph Hemmer, the only other Franciscan
priest who serves the eight interior villages. Father Joe is 94 years old, having
arrived in Alaska in 1988 after spending nearly 40 years working as a priest in
the Midwest. He’s based in Kaltag but flies or boats to the village of Ruby at
least once a month to celebrate the Mass and sacraments for a small but
dedicated group of Athabaskan Catholics.
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When we got to Kaltag to see Fr. Joe, we
discovered half the village was without
water because of a busted sewer pipe. As I
watched Fr. Joe, I thought about the kind of
priest he represents: heroically faithful. As
dissent has swept across the western
church, a not insignificant number of priests
have thrown in the towel and walked away
from their vocation. Father Joe, though, is
still showing up 70+ years since his solemn
vows in 1950. His dedication to serving
Christ, even while elderly and in the harsh
conditions of northern Alaska, is a profound
inspiration to me as I continue my journey
toward the missionary priesthood. 
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Bishop of Northern Alaska
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Father Joe is a 94-year-old
priest whose steadfast faith is

nothing less than heroic. 

join us in praying a special
novena in honor of

Our Lady of the Arctic Snows
 

December
31st through
January 6th

Heavenly Father, through the intercession of Our Lady
of the Arctic Snows, please bless my family with a
shower of graces from your merciful heart. Give us
strength to overcome our struggles and guide us to
unite ourselves to one another in devotion to the
Gospel. May the example of the Holy Family, with the
aid of your Holy Spirit, protect us against difficulties
and urge us to live truthful, compassionate, and faith-
filled lives. May the love that binds us grow stronger as
we walk closer with you. Help us to encourage
vocations to the priesthood and religious life within our
homes. Grant me and my family forgiveness for any
sins we have committed and help us to forgive each
other. Lord, please grant return to the church and
sacraments for any of my family who have drifted
away. During this special family novena in honor of
Mary under her title Our Lady of the Arctic Snows, I
humbly ask for this special intention. Amen.


