
For most American Catholics, it’s hard to imagine 
celebrating Mass without being surrounded by the beauty 
of their church to lift their hearts to God. In the Diocese of 
Fairbanks, however, “parish” and “church” are not always 
synonymous. The village of Chefornak has been without a 
church since fire destroyed its building in 2004. Catholics 
in Kotzebue in northwestern Alaska also lost their church 
three years ago, when the diocese finally sold its aged, 
poorly insulated building. They now rent space in a local 
Protestant church for their weekend services. But few of 
our parishes have experienced as traumatic a loss of their 
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Rebuilding After the Galena Flood

church building as did the faithful in Galena in 2013. That 
spring, unusually high temperatures caused the Yukon 
River’s thick ice to break apart and jam up at a bend 20 
miles downstream. Within hours, the powerful river had 
backed up and overflown its banks, pouring millions of 
gallons of water and debris into Galena and the surrounding 
areas. House-sized ice chunks mowed down trees and ripped 
homes off their pilings, as water levels rose up to nine feet 
in many places. Nearly all of the community’s 472 residents 
had to be evacuated by air to Fairbanks and Anchorage. 

Above, a colossal ice jam—30 miles long—winding through the Yukon River, sends water and icy chunks into the village of Galena, Alaska. 
The flooding lifted homes off their foundations and caused the emergency evacuation of a community of 500 people.  Even after their 
church  (marked above with a white circle) and community were severely damaged in a catastrophic flood 10 years ago, parishioners at St. 
John Berchmans in Galena stayed close to each other—and to Christ.            Image courtesy of National Weather Service - River Watch

An Update on St. John Berchmans Parish
When asked about the damage to the church during the devasting 2013 flood in Galena, When asked about the damage to the church during the devasting 2013 flood in Galena, 
parishioner Karin Bodony would often reply, “The Church is fine but the building is a wreck.parishioner Karin Bodony would often reply, “The Church is fine but the building is a wreck.” ” 
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When floodwaters receded about a week later, residents 
slowly trickled back into Galena to assess the damage. 
There was no electricity or clean water. A few days later, 
they had a new problem—bears were showing up, attracted 
by the smell of rotting game meat that had spilled out of 
residents’ refrigerators and freezers. Altogether, 90% of the 
community’s buildings had been damaged or destroyed. 

That included St. John Berchmans’ Catholic Church. The 
church and all of its outbuildings were swamped. Its storage 
shed had floated away, broke apart, and contents were found 
500 feet down the road. The garage was flooded to six feet 
and swiveled 30 feet off its foundation; the building would 
have floated away if not for the electrical cables tethering 
it to the ground. Most of the parish’s furniture, equipment, 
tools, and supplies were completely destroyed. 

For the church’s 80 Catholic families however, the 
priority was saving lives; everything else was replaceable. 
Parishioner Tim Bodony recalls how a church elder led 
rescue efforts when she realized someone was still trapped 
at St. John Berchmans during the flood. “She made a bunch 
of people get a boat, row to the church, and retrieve the 
whole tabernacle,” says Tim. “She wanted to make sure 
Jesus was safe, too.” 

Within a week, floodwaters had receded, and residents 
were trickling back in to assess the damage and plan for 
recovery. But rebuilding in interior Alaska is no simple 
matter. Located in a remote location, 275 miles west of 
Fairbanks, Galena has no roads in or out of the village. There 
isn’t a Home Depot or Walmart, so all supplies needed to 
live and repair the flood’s damage, such as food, sheetrock, 
and lumber, had to arrive by plane or barge. Residents pay 
by the pound, and shipping costs typically add a full third 
to items’ cost. 

Adding to the pressure was Alaska’s inexorable march 
toward winter—snow and freezing temperatures typically 
begin in late September, leaving just four months to get 
adequate shelters repaired. Structures had to be elevated 
significantly to protect them from future floodwaters, 
which posed challenges for elders and disabled residents. 
People also still had to make time to hunt and fish, since 
their families depend on what they can gather from the land 
to supplement the high cost of store-bought food. (Galena 
leadership actually requested federal recovery partners 
delay arrival until after moose hunting season.) In the end, 
residents, volunteers, and government contractors worked 

side by side throughout the summer to repair and rebuild 
homes and critical infrastructure such as septic and sewer 
systems before the Yukon froze again. 

In the village of nearly 500, people shared everything with 
their neighbors in need, from clothing to food to shelter. 
Tim credits the influence of the late Sidney Huntington, 
an Athabaskan elder from Galena whose life was the stuff 
of legends. When Sidney was five years old, his mother 
died suddenly, leaving Sidney and two younger siblings to 
survive on their own in the wilderness for two weeks. The 
experience gave Huntington a spirit of self-reliance that he 
instilled in his own children and in countless other young 
people he mentored over the years.

“Sidney taught us not to wait for the government check to 
arrive, but to wade in and take care of things ourselves,” 
says Tim. “It wasn’t even a question for us…we knew we 
had to protect the most vulnerable among us.” 

This kind of solidarity is common among Athabaskans, 
who make up two-thirds of Galena’s residents, according 
to Fr. Thinh Van Tran, OFM, a missionary priest from 
Vietnam who was based in Galena for his first three years 
in Alaska. “Athabaskan people stick together, especially 
during tragedies,” he says. “It’s why we have to fight to 
keep the Church in these villages, because this is just a hard 
place to live and people need the help of Christ to survive.”  

In 2013, Galena roadways quickly became icy waterways 
—making evacuation difficult and causing devastating 
damage as the mighty Yukon River invaded the  town.
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Understandably, though, rebuilding St. John Berchmans took a back seat to making 
sure people had adequate housing and food before winter. The parish moved 
Sunday services to the local elder center, which was one of the first structures to 
be rehabilitated since it housed the community’s most vulnerable residents. Far 
from feeling deprived, the new gathering spot brought a richness to parishioners’ 
worship they hadn’t expected. 

“It was a beautiful time, worshipping with the elders in a space that overlooked the 
Yukon,” says parishioner Karin Bodony, Tim’s wife. “It felt right that we were going 
to them, instead of having them come to us.” St. John Berchmans has always had 
strong bonds between generations, and the time the parish spent in the elder center 
only strengthened that, insists Karin. Repairs to the church were finally finished in 
spring 2014, and the building was consecrated in time for Easter services that year. 

The immediate aftermath of the flood was devastating, and it took Galena years to 
rebuild and retrofit structures against future flooding. But long-term, the community 
has only been strengthened by surviving the natural disaster, insists Tim. The city 
qualified for millions in disaster relief, which residents used to rehabilitate and 
raise houses, restore facilities, and expand community services. Alaskans who 
had left Galena years earlier to raise children in other parts of the state returned to 
help their aging parents recover from the flood. In August 2013, just a few months 
after the flood, officials debated whether to start the next school year, fearing they 
wouldn’t have enough students. As it turned out, the city’s population had actually 
grown and there were more children registered a few months after the flood than 
there had been before the disaster. 

A decade later, there are reminders of the flood, if you know where to look. The 
girders of many houses are still encrusted with river silt, and metal oil barrels still 
litter some outlying areas. The flood also created a new small lake nearby that’s 

only attached to the Yukon when 
the river runs high. 

For parishioners at St. John 
Berchmans, the flood brought 
to bear a reality that they had 
always known, but never so 
explicitly as when they lost their 
worship space for two years: that 
being a member of the Church 
transcends the confines of a 
physical building. 

“The f lood redefined our 
definition of ourselves and who 
we were as a church community,” 
says Karin. “We learned what it 
really means to be the family of 
God, and we know now it has 
nothing to do with a building.” 
A few months after the flood, 
Karin visited Fairbanks and 
attended Mass at one of its 
churches. People knew about the 
devastation in Galena and asked 
her how the church was doing. 

“I’d just say, ‘The Church is fine 
but the building is a wreck.” 

St. John Berchmans became an independent parish in 1952. The 
original church was replaced by an octagonal building in 1984 
and was dedicated by Bishop Michael Kaniecki, SJ, on May 22, 
1988. The exterior of the church survived the 2013 flood and 
was restored to its original condition. Brother R Justin Huber, 
OFM, (top) serves as Parish Minister and Maintenance and 
Brother Robert Ruzicka, OFM, (bottom) is Parish Administrator.

The Bodony Family 
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Fr. Thinh Van Tran: 
Our Franciscan Furrier

Father Thinh Van Tran, OFM, a missionary priest from 
Vietnam, spent his first three years based in Galena while 
traveling to three other village churches in the interior. 
When the pandemic hit in March 2020, interior villages 
began shutting down public gatherings, including Mass, 
whenever there was a spike in cases. As a result, Fr. Thinh 
often found himself homebound for weeks and unable to 
travel to his assigned parishes to celebrate the Mass and 
sacraments.

With so much time on his hands, the Franciscan priest 
learned to sew a traditional Alaskan material: fur. In just a 
few months, he had learned to create fur hats, gloves, and 
ruffs (parka hood liners) that he donated to parishioners in 
need, both in Alaska and in the lower 48 states. 

While modern Americans may struggle with the idea of 
trapping, it has always been economically and culturally 
important to Alaskans. The fur trade between the state’s 
earliest inhabitants provided food and clothing not available 
to Native peoples within their own communities, many of 
whom lived on windswept, treeless tundras. Soon after 
Russian explorers arrived in Alaska in the mid-1700s, brisk 
fur commerce developed between indigenous people and 
Russian traders. Native people traded their furs for western 
items such as clothing and tools. The industry eventually 
attracted merchants to Alaska from other countries such as 
France, Spain, and the Americas, adding to the territory’s 
ethnic diversity. 

Trapping continues to be important in rural communities 
like Galena. It provides residents with additional income 
during winter in remote, isolated villages that offer few 
year-round jobs. In addition to wearing fur to survive 
below zero winter temperatures, many trappers also turn 
their furs into garments, arts, and handicrafts that they sell 
to afford basic needs such as food and heating oil. Like Fr. 
Thinh, most take a utilitarian approach to fur, using it not 
as a fashion statement, but for the warmth, durability, and 
protection that the material offers. Many furbearing animals 
such as lynx, beaver, and muskrat also provide meat for our 
interior families, which has become even more important as 
the local salmon population has crashed in the past decade.

For Fr. Thinh, what started as a hobby to pass the time 
during the long hours of pandemic shutdowns has become 
an important skill that has served as a cultural bridge 
between him and his Athabaskan parishioners. Villagers 
have donated to his “fur ministry” numerous pelts from 
diverse animals around the interior, including foxes, lynxes, 
wolves, and martens. They’ve also shared with him their 
traditional tanning and sewing skills, abilities that stem 
from their peoples’ profound respect for the natural world. 

“When Native people take an animal for food or fur, they 
thank the animal for laying down its life to provide for 
them,” says Fr. Thinh. “They’re grateful for what God 
provides and that is a very good value that the world needs.” 

Seminarian Josh Miller with 
Franciscan priest, Fr. Thinh.
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THANK YOU for your gifts toward the rebuilding of St. Catherine of Siena Catholic Church. To date we are 
progressing toward completing the project in time for the dedication in August and still fundraising to meet that goal. 
To donate, please designate “St. Catherine of Siena Church” on your check, donate via http://bit.ly/CBNA_AK or 
call  the Diocesan Donation Office at  907-374-9532.

The new church building is designed to seat 134 in the main worship area with space for an additional 24 in the lobby/
social area. Design improvements include increased lighting, a beautiful worship space, room for social functions and 
religious education classes, storage and office, enhanced heating options to conserve fuel, as well as a ramp to provide 
access to all. There will also be room left for growth in the future. 

St. Catherine of Siena Church, Chefornak
Total Projected Cost: $3.9 Million             An Update!                    Funds Raised: $2.76 Million+

Status: Planned Dedication August 2022



Dear Bishop Zielinski,        S2022 03

I want to help you and the missionaries ministering in 
Northern Alaska to bring the Mass, the Sacraments, 
religious education, and training to the people of 
Christ.  Please accept this donation to your General General 
FundFund and use it where most needed.    

AMOUNT OF GIFT: $25_____ $50_____ 
$100_____$250_____   $500_____ $1,000_____ 
Other $_____# of Roses X $5 Each=$  _____ 

Name __________________________________
Street No._______________________________
P.O.Box_____________City________________
State___________Zip_____________________

Donations by CHECK can be made payable to: 
Catholic Bishop of Northern Alaska or 

CBNA 1316 Peger Road, Fairbanks, Alaska, 99709 
CREDIT CARD donations can be made online at 

http://bit.ly/CBNA_AK OR CALL us at 907-374-9532.

Please remember my intentions:

If you wish to opt-out from receiving some or all CBNA donor 
communications, please contact Donor Relations to leave a voice 

message at 1-907-374-9573 or send an email to donor@cbna.org. 
To help us assist you quickly, please clearly state your name, address 
and phone number as well as your request.Our Privacy Policy disclosure 

can be located on our website: dioceseoffairbanks.org

September 23-October 1
Novena in Honor Novena in Honor 
of St. Thérèseof St. Thérèse

Please join us in praying our annual novena in honor 
of St. Thérèse, patroness of the missions and of our 
diocese. The novena will begin September 23rd and 
will end on the Feast of St. Thérèse, October 1st. We 
begin the novena with a special Mass and  Rose 
dedication at Sacred Heart Cathedral in Fairbanks, 
and will remember you and your intentions during 
the novena. No offering is necessary, but we would 
be most grateful if you could offer a generous gift to 
support our ministries here in Alaska.  
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You also are invited to join us on the novena days—
September 23 to October 1—with the following prayer: 
O Lord, who said, “Unless you become as little children 
you shall not enter the kingdom of Heaven”, GRANT US, 
WE BESEECH YOU, to so follow in the ways of St. Thérèse 
in humility and simplicity that through her intercession, 
these petitions and those of all our members may be 
granted as part of the shower of Roses she promised to 
send upon this earth. 

________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________
________________________________________

An additional offering of $5.00 will allow us to place 
a Rose, from you, at the feet of St. Thérèse during 
the Novena. Each year, nearly 1,000 Roses decorate 
Sacred Heart Cathedral during the Novena.

To receive announcements from Bishop Zielinski 
about ongoing campaigns or special needs for the 
diocese, please leave us your email:
EMAIL__________________________________
PHONE______________CELL______________
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In late March, the diocese ordained its second rural deacon in a year: 
Henry Simons, from the village of Toksook Bay. The village is located 
on Nelson Island, a 42-mile island off the coast of western Alaska—
home to about 700 Yup’ik Eskimo people. 

Like Dominic Hunt who was ordained last fall in the village of 
Emmonak, Simons spent nearly a decade completing his formation 
to become a deacon. Formation was repeatedly interrupted due to his 
rigorous schedule as a commercial bush pilot. Pandemic shutdowns in 
the past two years also prevented the diocese from sending its Rural 
Deacon program director to Toksook Bay on a regular basis. 

Simons’ service to the Church as a deacon brings a richness to the 
Church because of his Yup’ik heritage, explains Bishop Zielinski. 
“Last summer, I visited Toksook Bay and Henry and I made a noble 
attempt to catch some halibut,” recalls the bishop. “He told me stories 
about growing up and learning from his elders, and it’s clear this man 
has an incredible gift of listening that he learned from his people. The 
Yup’ik have spent thousands of years quietly contemplating creation 
amidst the tundra and rivers, and they have a profound awareness of 
God’s presence and love for us. Henry brings that same gentleness and 
patience to his service of God’s people as a deacon.”

Meet Henry Simons, Our Newest Rural Deacon

Deacon Henry Simons stands with his wife, Veronica, and Bishop 
Chad Zielinski following his ordination on March 25, Feast of  the 
Solemnity of  the Annunciation, in the village of  Toksook Bay.

St. Peter the Fisherman Church, 
Toksook Bay, Alaska



Missionary Spotlight

Issue Writers: Misty Mealey 
                                               Editor: Patty Walter 907-374-9536
Photos: The Alaskan Shepherd, Diocese of Fairbanks Archives,  
David Schienle, Br. R Justin Huber, OFM, Fr. Stan Roz, Janet Erik

Special Masses are offered throughout the year for 
you and your intentions by our Missionary Priests. 
Please pray that God may bless us and our work.

Fr. Juan Martin Sierra, IVE 
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Last fall the Diocese of Fairbanks welcomed Fr. Juan Sierra, IVE, a priest from the Institute of the Incarnate Word. Father Juan 
grew up in Argentina, was ordained in 2005, then served as a missionary in Central Asia (Tajikistan and Kazakhstan) for several 
years before returning to his home country. Most recently, he spent 10 years ministering to Catholics in the poorest diocese of 
Argentina, in a rural parish, an assignment with parallels to his work in rural Alaska. In January, Bishop Chad Zielinski appointed 
Fr. Juan as Parochial Administrator of the Parishes of Immaculate Conception in Fairbanks, Holy Mary of Guadalupe in Healy 
and St. Theresa in Nenana.

Who had the strongest influence on your faith growing up?
Without a doubt, my mother. She was almost another St. Rita, who would rather have seen us dead than commit a mortal sin. She 
was raised Catholic but experienced a deepening of her faith after marriage. She also had a profound effect on my father and by 
extension, all of us. My father was a city lawyer who became a district attorney and then a judge, and he was starting to fall in with 
some people who were not a good influence. My mother convinced him to give up the job, wealth, and connections and embrace 
a much simpler life in the country where faith and family came first. To her, it was better to be poor and get to heaven than to be 
rich and lose your soul. I grew up seeing her go to daily Mass and pray her rosary each day, and I saw how that strong faith led 
people to love and respect her. 

How did you know you were called to be a priest?
Growing up in a strong Catholic family, from the time I was about 14, my cousins and siblings and I had to participate in the Spiritual 
Exercises of St. Ignatius. (Mainly to stay on good terms with our parents!) When I was 19, I heard the call to the priesthood clearly. 
Originally, I wasn’t interested in becoming a priest so I was NOT happy to learn the Lord was calling me. I knew it wasn’t a sin 
to say no to the priesthood, but I also eventually admitted to myself that I might not be happy in marriage if God wasn’t calling 
me to married life either. So I went to seminary, and it was a primitive, rundown place with 87 of us in formation. I suffered more 
from the cold there than I have here in Alaska! But I was so happy once I was there. I 
spent seven years at seminary and loved it. I was very happy about becoming a priest 
as a result of that experience. 

How did you end up in Alaska?
Just before coming to Alaska, I was assigned to the poorest parish in Argentina. It was 
a sprawling parish, with a boundary of 1,500 square miles, and I would put 50,000 
miles a year on my vehicle driving between the church and 24 schools located around 
the countryside. Most of my parishioners were desperately poor, and many didn’t have 
running water or electricity. But they were the most marvelous people, and I loved them 
dearly. I’d been working there for about 10 years when my provincial informed me I was 
going to be assigned to our province in North America. I had three choices: Philadelphia, 
Toronto, or Fairbanks. When I learned that there were no Spanish-speaking priests in 
Fairbanks, the choice was easy. Now that I’m here, I think my experiences in Argentina 
did much to prepare me to serve remote village parishes in Alaska.   

What advice would you give to a young man who thinks he may be called to 
the priesthood?  I would point him to St. John Bosco, who inspired more than 6,000 
young men to the priesthood. He said (and I paraphrase): “If you think you might be 
called, you probably are.”


