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  Some give by going to the Missions     Some go by giving to the Missions               Without both there are no Missions

CATHOLIC BISHOP OF NORTHERN ALASKA
1312 PEGER ROAD FAIRBANKS, ALASKA  99709

Phone: 907-374-9532  www.dioceseoffairbanks.org

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.

St. Catherine of Siena Church
A Time To Rebuild

In September of 2004, smoke was observed coming out of St. Catherine of Siena’s Church doors and windows in Chefornak, Alaska.  
Parishioners were especially distraught over the loss of a church they had built themselves some 28 years earlier.  Currently, while waiting for 
a new church to be built, parishioners are using the Community Center for worship space.  The Community Center was built by now retired 
priest John Hinsvark in 1972 as a multi-purpose  building to replace the church that had burned to the ground in 1971.  
Deacon Paul V. Perreault, P.E., took this photo of local parishioners working together to clean and restore the tabernacle.
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Editor’s Note: The story of Chefornak’s twice-lost 
church, to fire, is indeed a sad one.  The original 
church was built around 1952 and lost to fire in 
1972.  A second St. Catherine of Siena was erected 
by the people, without any outside funding, in 
the fall of 1975.  In 2004, a devastating fire once 
more laid claim to the church.  The Diocese has 
been unable to fund an effort to rebuild these 
past twelve years.  The people of Chefornak are 
eager to begin.  Sister Kathy Radich, OSF, tells us: 
“Chefornak is a 100% Catholic community of about 
400 people.  The village of Chefornak has generously 
allowed the parishioners of St. Catherine’s to use 
their Community Hall.  The Hall overflows when 
used for parish events and meanwhile village 
events are postponed or halted because parishioners 
occupy the space.  In order to have both--valuable 
community events and a sacred worship place--
we must rebuild the church in Chefornak.” What 
follows is a summary of information about the 
village, the people of Chefornak, and a plan to raise 
St. Catherine of Siena Catholic Church again.  I am 
greatly indebted to our Diocesan Engineer, Cindy 
Jacobson, for submitting this plan and the photos 
and diagrams.  On behalf of Bishop Zielinski, I 
extend our appreciation for any support you can 
lend toward funding our efforts to bring a church 
to the people of Chefornak.—Patty Walter

A Church Lost to Fire … Twice

The Central Yup’ik Eskimo village of Chefornak 
is located at the junction of the Keguk and Kinia 
Rivers, a little southeast of Nelson Island, in the 
Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta region.
 Chefornak first appears in Catholic 
Church records in 1937, when Father Paul 
C.  Deschout, S.J., baptized many children 
and adults there. St. Catherine of Siena has, 
from the   outset,   been   the   patron   saint   
of    the Chefornak parish. The present village 
was formed in the early 1950s, when people 
relocated from the old Chefornak village site, 
two miles distant, to the new one, because that 
is where the Bureau of Indian Affairs chose this 
high ground on which to build the school. The 
old village site flooded at least once annually. 
 Father Deschout, S.J., greatly assisted 
by some outstanding catechists, interpreters 
and translators, was the principal missionary to 
all the Nelson Island area villages, Chefornak 
included. In the 1940s, he wrote: “I am miles 

The village of Chefornak, Alaska, as viewed from the 
window of a small prop plane. Transportation into the 
village of Chefornak occurs primarily by small aircraft, 
although in the winter the village can be reached by 
snowmachine as well. Goods and mail are brought into 
the village by plane, and during the summer months 
are brought up the Kinia River by barge. Within the 
village, transportation options include four-wheel, 
bicycle, snow machine, and on foot.
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away from my beloved nest on Nelson Island at a 
place called Chfrnk (without vowels), where there 
is no teacher, no postmaster, no white man, but a 
fine group of Natives, and all of them Catholic, 
keeping me on the go.  The men-folk are away 
now for mink.  The women-folk are wearing out 
the floor of  the church. Can’t keep them out of 
church, daily communicants, etc…the Eskimos 
here are living saints.” From 1937-56 and 1960-
61, from out of Tununak, Father Deschout,S.J., 
ministered to the people of Chefornak. 
 The first Chefornak church, built around 
1952, burned to the ground on March 4, 1972. 
Then a new church was built and funded by 
the people. It was begun in the fall of 1975, and 
blessed in November 1976.  In 2004, a devastating 
fire destroyed the church. That brings us to 2016, 
where we are still unable to purchase materials 
and pay the labor costs to build the newest St. 
Catherine of Siena, Catholic Church.

“It’s time to begin.” 
--Bishop Chad Zielinski The 

Plan To Build
Last year, Bishop Chad Zielinski announced that 
it was time to begin rebuilding St. Catherine of 
Siena. Our in house engineer, Cindy Jacobson put 
together a plan and calculated the expenses that it 
would take for the rebuild. Those details follow:
 Chefornak continues to be an active 
community, of entirely Catholic residents. 
Therefore, the new church is designed to seat 252 
in the main worship area with the ability to seat 
an additional 48 in the lobby/social area.
 A state-owned gravel airstrip provides 
commercial, chartered and private air access year-
round, and a seaplane base is available. Two cars 
provide transportation to  and from the airstrip. 
There are no other roads within the community 
or between other communities. All materials, 
equipment, supplies, and food, must be flown 

There are 99 houses in Chefornak  with 100% occupancy 
in 2013. The average household size is 4.54 people.

Parishioners gather in Chefornak’s community building 
to discuss how to best build a structure that will be 
orientated to ensure that wind-blown snow doesn’t drift 
on the building and block windows or entry points.
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in to the village. A small barge provides service 
twice a year for large items. Although there are 
no docking facilities, a number of fishing boats 
and skiffs are used for local travel. Snowmachines 
are relied upon during the winter.
 The new St. Catherine of Siena Church 
will provide more light than the original. The 
plans call for a beautiful worship space with 
the ability to utilize the lobby for social 
functions and religious education classes. 
The worship space can also be enlarged 
to accommodate larger services. Space 
will be built to store tables, chairs, and 
supplies. A gift shop and office will be 
situated for easy access and windows 
look out upon the tundra. Heat will be 
furnished by a new boiler and baseboard 
heating system. The building will have 
several heating zones so those areas 
that are not being used can have their 
temperature lowered to conserve fuel. The 
building will be built at an elevation of 
four feet to protect it from the damaging 
effect of permafrost, and a ramp and stairs 
will be built to provide handicap access. 
The village does not currently have running water, 
but space will be allocated for a future restroom.
 With the high cost of living and the 

challenges of a community living a subsistence 
lifestyle, the hope of a church in which to worship 
can only be realized with full community support 
and outside help.  The community has pledged 
many hours of donated labor but much is still 
needed. Freight rates of $.79 —$1.00 per pound 
will increase the cost of construction. Additionally 
the need to ship in equipment to erect the church 
and to install the pilings for the foundation, will 
further add to the mounting expenses.
 The parish has worked toward raising funds 
for several years now. The village has generously 
offered worship space and material donations 
have been made by Chefarnrmute, Inc. Still, 
without help, we cannot provide the structure and 
furnishings to rebuild St. Catherine of Siena and 
give the people of Chefornak back a place to offer 
catechesis for the children and most importantly 
a sacred place to celebrate the sacraments. 
 Thank you for any assistance you can 
provide to help make St. Catherine of Siena 
Catholic Church a reality for the people of 
Chefornak.

Winter trails are marked to Kipnuk (20 miles) and Kasigluk 
(83 miles). Boardwalks are located within the village for both 
four-wheelers and pedestrians. The boardwalks are necessary 
to prevent damage to the tundra and to prevent travelers from 
sinking into the tundra.
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Above:  Renderings of the proposed church from the southeast, north and 
inside perspectives. The total cost to build St. Catherine of Siena Church, in 
Chefornak, is estimated at $2.6 million.

Southeast Perspective

North Perspective

Inside Perspective



My name is Conor 
Baer.  I am 20 years 
old, and I am in 
Alaska to serve the 
Missionary Diocese 
of Fairbanks.   
 Before I came 
to the diocese, I had 
heard many different 
things about Alaska 
and their northern 
missions. I had a 
perception of how 
the villages would 
look and what the climate would be like. But, no 
one can really understand what living and serving 
in the Alaskan missions truly means until they come 
here and see it for themselves. Once I arrived and 
began to explore the missions, my view completely 
changed.  I was able to get a better understanding 
of the world here in the far north.   
 The Catholic Diocese of Fairbanks is very 
much a mission diocese. It consists of 46 parishes 
only nine of which can be reached by car; the other 
37 can only be reached by plane. Out of the 46 
parishes, only eight are financially self-sustaining-
-meaning Alaskan Shepherd benefactors and 
granting agencies help support the other 38. 
 My vocation story begins when I was in the 
seventh grade.  That is when I first got my calling 
to the priesthood. I am from the Archdiocese of 
Seattle and I grew up in the town of Snohomish, 
Washington, which is about 45 minutes north of 
Seattle. While I was altar serving, the priest looked 
at me and asked if I had ever thought about the 
priesthood. I answered, “Yes.” I believe that the 
Holy Spirit answered through me and ever since 
that moment, the idea of becoming a priest has been 
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Answering the call
....to Alaska

It is only through shadows that 
one comes to know the light.
--St. Catherine of Siena

St. Catherine of Siena was 
born during the outbreak of 
the plague in Siena, Italy, on 
March 25, 1347. She was the 
25th child born to her mother, 
although half of her brothers 
and sisters did not survive 
childhood. Catherine herself 
was a twin, but her sister did 
not survive infancy.
 At the age of 16, Catherine's 
sister, Bonaventura, died, 
leaving her husband as a 
widower. Catherine's parents 
proposed that he marry 

Catherine as a replacement, but Catherine opposed this. She 
began fasting and cut her hair short to mar her appearance.
 St. Catherine developed a habit of giving things 
away and she continually gave away her family's food and 
clothing to people in need. She often visited hospitals and 
homes where the poor and sick were found. Her activities 
quickly attracted followers who helped her in her mission to 
serve the poor and sick. She became involved in politics, and 
was key in working to keep city states loyal to the Pope. She 
was also credited with helping to start a crusade to the Holy 
Land. On one occasion, she visited a condemned political 
prisoner and was credited with saving his soul, which she 
saw being taken up to heaven at the moment of his death.
 From 1375 onwards, St. Catherine began dictating 
letters to scribes. She petitioned for peace and was 
instrumental in persuading the Pope in Avignon to return to 
Rome.
 She also established a monastery for women in 1377 
outside of Siena. She is credited with composing over 400 
letters, her Dialogue, which is her definitive work, and her 
prayers. These works are so influential that St. Catherine 
would later be declared a Doctor of the Church. She is one of 
the most influential and popular saints in the Church.
 By 1380, the 33-year-old mystic had become 
ill, possibly because of her habit of extreme fasting. Her 
confessor, Bl. Raymond of Capua, ordered her to eat, but 
she replied that she found it difficult to do so. Eventually 
her illness accelerated her inability to eat and drink. Within 
weeks, she was unable to use her legs. She died on April 29, 
following a stroke just a week prior.
 St. Catherine's feast day is April 29, she is the 
patroness against fire, illness,  miscarriages, people ridiculed 
for their faith, sexual temptation, and nurses. She is also the 
patroness of the United States and Italy.
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firmly planted in my mind. 
 At 19, I entered the seminarian program 
for the Archdiocese of Seattle and was enrolled at 
Mount Angel Seminary. While at the seminary, I 
saw a poster advertising a mission trip over Easter 
break to the Diocese of Fairbanks. Something 
inside of me nearly burst with excitement at the 
idea of serving in Alaska.  I began a discernment 
process that has led me to become a seminarian 
for the Diocese of Fairbanks. 
 This past year I have had the chance to 
explore and discover the diocese, which includes 
having the opportunity to go to the bush villages 
and experience the culture there. I traveled with 
Fr. Jim Falsey to the village of Koyukuk.  Fr. Jim 
is currently the only priest in the diocese with an 
active pilot’s license. Koyukuk is a small village 
of less than 100 people. For the first part of the 
flight, we saw only the vastness of a wilderness 
land, the last frontier, trees and tundra and rivers 
as far as the eye could see. About two hours later, 
along the Yukon and Koyukuk Rivers, a small 
group of houses became visible in the middle of 
the wild; this is Koyukuk. We landed at the airstrip 
and began to walk to the church, which is just short 
of a mile, from the airstrip. One of the villagers 
picked us up on her snowmachine and gave us a 
ride to the church. There, we picked up the keys 
for the 4-wheeler and drove back out to the plane 
to get our gear. Koyukuk has no running water, 
so that requires trips to the pump house to fill up 
jugs of water for your daily needs.
  In the village, the smell of wood burning 
fills the air, creating a comfortable and cozy 
feeling. The villages have a large population of 
dogs. The dogs are pets but also very useful for 
pulling sleds full of supplies, food, and other 
materials. Another familiar sight in the village is 
young children driving snowmachines. Children 
operate the snowmachines and boats and they 
help with fishing and food preparation. All that 
work does not prevent them from having fun and 
exploring, they are one and the same.  Alaskan 

Natives have a great respect for the land and the 
food it supplies them. All of the people of Koyukuk 
live a subsistence lifestyle; they hunt and gather 
food rather than buy food at a store. The Native 
people of Alaska live with and embrace nature. 
This also creates a strong community among the 
villagers. That sense of community is very strong; 
often villagers gather to share dinner together in 
each other’s homes. A bountiful harvest is shared 
with all.
 The Diocese of Fairbanks is very distinctive 
as different types of wilderness surround it. There 
are sky-piercing mountains, forests full of life, far-
reaching tundra landscape, rivers full of fish, and 
oceans filled with sea life. Here, I find that I can 
connect with God very well and be immersed in 
His creation. The Native peoples have a great love 
and spirituality that is beautiful and very different. 
The thought of living in Alaska and serving within 
the Diocese Fairbanks can be a daunting thought. 
At first, the idea of even visiting here seemed way 
“out there” and I thought it would remain just a 
yearning but now that I have come here, I hope I 
will spend my life serving the Missionary Diocese 
of Fairbanks. 
 If you have the slightest thought about 
serving in Alaska--love the idea of the wilderness 
and of the last frontier--don’t be afraid to dig deeper 
into your vocation and discover your passion.    The 
diocese is nearly 410,000 square miles large. We 
have room. 
  --Conor Baer
  Seminarian, Mount Angel Abbey
  Diocese of Fairbanks



The Alaskan Shepherd  Newsletter  Volume 54 Number   2                      Winter     Page 8

Fr. John Hinsvark
50 Years A Priest

As Sacred Heart Cathedral observes it 50th anniversary 
in June, it will also mark the 50th anniversary of Fr. John 
Hinsvark’s ordination as a priest. Fr. John is the second 
priest to be ordained to the diocese. As a volunteer he 
helped build the cathedral. The following is drawn from 
his entry in Alaskana Catholica by Fr. Louis L. Renner, S.J. 
 John Arthur Hinsvark was born on May 20, 1940, 
in the town of Gary, South Dakota.  When he was four years 
old, the family moved to Alameda, California. Starting in 
second grade, he attended Catholic schools. In the fall of 
1962, he began his theological studies at Mount Angel 
Seminary, St. Benedict, Oregon. During his second year of 
theology, John discerned his call to ministry in northern 
Alaska.        
 In April 1965, John was accepted as a candidate for 
the Diocese of Fairbanks by Francis D. Gleeson , S.J., Bishop 
of Fairbanks at the time.  That summer he worked on the 
construction of Sacred Heart Cathedral in Fairbanks. 
 On August 14, 1965, in Bethel, John received the 
Tonsure and Minor Orders at the hands of Bishop Gleeson. 
The following day, on the Feast of the Assumption, at St. 
Mary’s Mission, Andreafsky, he was ordained to the sub-
diaconate by Bishop Gleeson. On April 22, 1966, John was 
ordained a priest, likewise by Bishop Gleeson, in St. Mary’s 
parish church, in Mount Angel, Oregon. Two months after 
his ordination to the priesthood, on June 28th, he arrived 

in Fairbanks.  During a meeting there with Bishop Gleeson, 
Father Hinsvark learned that his deepest desire, that he be 
assigned to the “bush,” would be met immediately.
 Father Hinsvark was the first diocesan priest to 
serve among the Central Yup’ik Eskimos of the Yukon-
Kuskokwim Delta: from 1966, to 1990, the following are 
highlights: 
• In 1967, Father Hinsvark invited three of his 
Chefornak parishioners to translate the Mass into their 
vernacular, the Central Yup’ik Eskimo language. 
• On April 28, 1970, he began his 24-year ministry 
as a chaplain in the Alaska Army National Guard.  In 
1994, having attained the rank of Lieutenant Colonel, and 
having served for seven years as the State Area Command 
Chaplain, Father Hinsvark retired from the Alaska Army 
National Guard.  
• In 1977, Father Hinsvark earned his pilot’s license.  
• The year 1980-81 was for Father Hinsvark a 
sabbatical year, during which he attended a three-month 
Continuing Theological Up-Date in Rome and Israel.  
• From August 1981 to August 1990, Father Hinsvark 
was pastor of Little Flower of Jesus parish in Hooper Bay 
and of Blessed Sacrament parish in Scammon Bay.  
 In March 1993, Father Hinsvark was appointed 
Vocation Director for the Diocese of Fairbanks. In 
August 1994, he was appointed pastor of St. Joseph’s 
parish in Nome. As such, beginning in July 1995, he was 
responsible also for its dependent missions of Teller and 
Little Diomede.  In July 2002, he became the sole priest on 
the Seward Peninsula, responsible now also for St. Francis 
Xavier parish in Kotzebue.   
 Father Hinsvark now calls himself partially retired. 
He lives in Anchorage, and makes himself available to the 
Archdiocese there and in Fairbanks when a need for a 
priest arises.  --Robert Hannon

Upon his retirement, after 
serving for 24 years as a 
chaplain in the Alaska 
Army National Guard, 
Father Hinsvark was 
honored with the rarely 
conferred Minuteman 
Award for “outstanding 
leadership as the STARC 
Chaplain for the State 
of Alaska.”  By the time 
the third millennium 
dawned, he was the 
Dean of Diocesan priests 
in northern Alaska.
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NOVENA IN HONOR OF THE SACRED HEART OF JESUS
To the friends and benefactors of the Missionary Diocese 
of Fairbanks:  On each of the eight days preceding the 
Feast of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and on the feast day 
itself, June 3rd, a novena will be offered in honor of 
the Sacred Heart of Jesus and for our benefactors and 
their intentions.  You are invited to submit petitions 
to be remembered during the novena.  No offering is 
necessary.  Any received will be used to support our 
ministries here in Northern Alaska.  

You are also invited to join us on the novena days 
(May 26-June 3rd) inclusive by praying the following 
prayer:  O Most Sacred Heart of Jesus, you said:  
“Ask, and you shall receive; seek, and you shall 
find; knock, and it shall be opened to you.”  With 
confidence in your loving, compassionate Heart, I 
come to you as the fountain of every blessing.  I ask 
you to make my heart humble and holy like yours.  
Grant me to live a holy life and to die a happy death.  
During this novena I humbly ask also for certain 
spiritual and temporal favors:_________________
Most Sacred Heart of Jesus, have mercy on me!

Please remember the following 
petitions during  the Novena in honor 

of the Sacred Heart of Jesus:
____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

____________________________________

CLIP & SEND BACK: IntentionsCLIP & KEEP: Prayer

The mission parish (left) in Emmonak, Alaska, is dedicated 
to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, as is the Cathedral (above) in 
Fairbanks, Alaska. This summer, the Fairbanks Cathedral 
parish celebrates its 50th Anniversary.



Dear Bishop Zielinski,       Date___________F01 S2016 02
I want to help you and the  missionaries ministering in Northern Alaska to bring the Mass, the 
Sacraments, religious education, and training to the widely-scattered Indian and Eskimo people of 
Christ.  Please accept this donation to your General Fund and use it where most needed.    
AMOUNT OF GIFT: $15______   $25_______  $50_____  $100_____  $250_____     Other$____________
Name__________________________StreetNo.____________________________________
P.O.Box___________________________City_________________State_______Zip________
If donating by check please make payable to:  CATHOLIC BISHOP OF NORTHERN ALASKA    or CBNA 
If donating by credit card: NAME AS IT APPEARS ON CREDIT CARD: _________________________________
TYPE OF CARD (Visa, Master Card or Discover Cards only): VISA___     MASTER CARD___     DISCOVER___          
One Time Only:(  )      Monthly:(  )      Quarterly:(  )      Twice A Year: (  )    Annually:(  )
CREDIT CARD NUMBER: (Strictly confidential): ______________________________________________________
EXP  DATE:_________PHONE:____________________EMAIL:___________________________________
SIGNATURE: _______________________________________________________

CATHOLIC BISHOP OF NORTHERN ALASKA/CBNA 1312 PEGER ROAD*FAIRBANKS, AK*99709
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Thank you for your gifts that help maintain our Mission Programs!

Dear Bishop Zielinski,       Date___________F199 S2016 02
I also want to help you rebuild the St. Catherine of Siena in Chefornak, Alaska.  Please accept this 
donation to your Church Renewal & Rebuilding Fund and if the project becomes fully funded, please 
use it where most needed.    
AMOUNT OF GIFT: $15______   $25_______  $50_____  $100_____  $250_____     Other$____________
I have enclosed a check (please write Chefornak on memo line) (   ) 
or Please use the credit card information entered above (   )             CH111105
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The Diocese of Fairbanks has partnered 
with Catholic Extension in an effort to build 
a special matching grant that will help us to 
build a permanent endowment that can be 
stewarded and retained for years to come. The 
income from this endowment will support 
the cost of seminarian education in the 
Diocese of Fairbanks. Qualifying donations 
must be new or increased gifts of $1,000 or 
more, or raised through special fund-raising 
events designated for the program. Catholic 
Extension will match each $1,000 gift up to 
$50,000.  

What is the process for accepting 
seminarians?
 Seminarians are accepted through a 
lengthy and thorough process conducted 
by our Vocation Director, Fr. Robert Fath 
and Bishop Chad Zielinski. It includes a 
psychological test, background check, medical 
evaluation, and multiple conversations 
to assist men discerning this vocation.  
Candidates must be practicing Catholics who 
have completed their sacraments and have 
a high school diploma.  A college degree is 
preferred.

What expenses are seminarians 
responsible for paying?
Though many seminarians’ families can 
and do contribute very genersously to their 

2016 SEMINARIAN ENDOWMENT CHALLENGE

  
   For more information regarding Vocations:
  Contact: Fr. Robert Fath
  DiocesanVocations Director, 907-488-2595     
  fairbanksvocations@cbna.info 

 For more information regarding 
    Seminarian Endowment:
    Contact: Teresa Chepoda-Usibelli
    Diocesan Development Director, 

     907-374-9528 teresa@cbna.org   

personal expenses, most come from families 
of very modest incomes.  The average cost of 
educating and forming a seminarian in our 
diocese is $40,000, per year.  Their expenses 
include everything from tuition, room and 
board to books, stipends and health insurance.

How do we promote new vocations in the 
Diocese of Fairbanks?
We strive to make personal contact multiple 
ways, including in-person, phone, and email 
and through social media.  Bishop Chad and 
Father Robert visit schools, parishes, and 
campus ministries to talk about vocations. 
The best advocates for promoting vocations 
are parents.
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Read about Conor Baer’s vocation calling on pages 6 &7 and our Seminarian Challenge on page 11.

2016 SEMINARIAN 
ENDOWMENT CHALLENGE


