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From Soldier to Seminarian: 
Joshua Miller’s Journey to the Priesthood 

military service, but didn’t want his kids to deal with 
deployments and moving around every few years. He 
wanted us to have roots.” Gregory had grown up on a 
farm in southern Minnesota, the 21st of 22 children in a 
large Catholic family.

After moving back to the family farm, Josh’s father 
worked as a farmer and agronomist, selling supplies to 
other farmers and helping them strategically plan their 

When Josh Miller came to Fairbanks in 2013 to work at Fort 
Wainwright, he immediately felt the call to make Alaska his 
home. What he didn’t expect was an even more compelling 
call from God--to the priesthood.

In a crowd, Josh Miller is hard to miss: The diocese’s 
newest seminarian towers over most people around him. His 
warm blue eyes and ever-present smile peek out from under a 
dark, “Grizzly Adams” beard, making the 28-year-old veteran 
a veritable poster child for the Land of the Midnight Sun.

Fortunately for Catholic Alaskans, God has called 
Josh to be a priest for the Diocese of Fairbanks and he is 
now training for his future vocation at Mundelein Seminary 
in Illinois. He is co-sponsored by the Archdiocese for the 
Military Services (Archbishop Timothy Broglio), and will 
serve as an Army chaplain and a diocesan priest.

Josh is the second young man to discern to being a 
priest in northern Alaska in the past four years, a boon to a 
diocese with just 18 priests for 46 churches across an area one 
and a half times the size of Texas. For Josh, the unexpected 
yet blessed journey from soldier to seminarian once again 
proves that, “The mind of man plans his way, but the Lord 
directs his steps” (Proverbs 16:9).

A Typical Catholic Family
Like the diocese’s three Franciscans who serve interior 
villages, Josh also hails from the midwest. His father, 
Gregory, was a soldier in the U.S. Army in California, but 
made a radical career change soon after Josh was born.

“He felt a strong call from God to move back to his 
home state of Minnesota,” says Josh. “He was proud of his 
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agricultural ventures. Four more children--all girls--joined 
the family over the next 15 years.

It was the work of Josh’s mother, Karen, however, 
that tilled the soil for a future religious vocation. Karen was 
a music teacher who planned the parish’s liturgical music 
for Masses, funerals, and other celebrations.

“Mom was always at church, so I spent hours 
playing in the rectory and hanging out with church people,” 
says Josh. “Church was a second home for me.”

His mother’s gift for music made the Mass a 
spiritually uplifting experience for Josh, even as a child. 
“She brought in sacred music and directed the choir so 
expertly...the liturgy was beautiful and harmonious.” The 
whole family went to Mass on weekends and holy days, 
and Josh attended Catholic school through the fourth grade. 
He then transferred to public schools until graduation. “We 
were just a typical American family,” Josh insists.

Bound for the Army
Despite his comfort with parish life, Josh never seriously 
considered the priesthood when making career plans as a 
teenager. “My father and uncles had been in the military and 
I liked the idea of being active and outside, working with 
people and serving,” he says. In 2008, he was accepted to 
the U.S. Military Academy.

He joined the Catholic community at West Point, 
but encountered a “spiritual blandness” that had a corrosive 
effect on his spiritual life. He began to attend Mass 
sporadically, but insists the crisis was one of expression 
and not of faith.

“I still believed in God and the Church, but my faith 
was superficial and immature and there wasn’t anything 
there to feed it,” he says. “It felt like I was praying to pass 
a test with God instead of really getting to know and love 
Him.”

After graduating from West Point in 2012, Josh 
looked around for an adventurous first active duty 
assignment and settled on Fort Wainwright in Alaska. The 
unspoiled wilderness reminded him of home and felt like 
a good fit right away.

“It’s cold like Minnesota--which I love--but the 
people here also have that same hearty spirit and grit the 
farmers back home have.”

An Unexpected Call
At Fort Wainwright, Josh served as a field artillery officer 
who coordinated cannon artillery. He soon discovered the 
soldiers in his unit were feeling the strains of multiple 
recent deployments.

“A lot of these guys had deployed repeatedly and 
their enthusiasm for the job was waning,” says Josh. He also 

found a significant portion of soldiers had joined the Army 
for financial security or breaks on education costs, who had 
little of the service-oriented spirit that had attracted him to 
the military in the first place. “I was young and idealistic, 
so I found it all very disheartening,” he remembers. 

To counter the growing sense of isolation he felt, 
Josh started attending Mass at St. Raphael’s in Fairbanks, 
where he found the parishioners especially welcoming. 
He then saw an ad for the Knights of Columbus, and 
started attending their meetings. There he found men who 
embodied the Gospel values he wanted to live by--they 
were focused on serving others, and were enthusiastic about 
being Catholic. Josh became a first degree Knight, and even 
started praying the rosary consistently.

Praying the rosary helped him feel peaceful, 
especially amidst growing pressure to decide what to do 

Josh and the commander of the Japanese Artillery unit . Oct 2015

once active duty ended in 2017. “I was really scared because 
I had no idea what I was going to do with my life if not the 
military,” says Josh. One night, he wrote down a list of 14 
possible new career paths, with “Priesthood” listed last.

“I tried every lifestyle on mentally and even mapped 
out what training I’d need to move into each one.” He 
laughs, “except the priesthood…I had no idea what that 
would feel like, but the idea just wouldn’t go away.”

But God gently kept steering him toward his 
vocation. He began attending the diocese’s monthly Feast 
and Faith dinners for young adults, where he met Father 
Robert Fath, the diocesan vocations director. He also 
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attended a St. Andrew’s dinner for discerners, and talked 
with Fairbanks priests about their vocation. He then read To 
Save a Thousand Souls: A Guide for Discerning a Vocation 
to the Priesthood by Fr. Brett Brannen, devouring the 400-
page book in just three days.

“The day after I finished that book, I called Father 
Robert and told him I thought God might be calling me to 
the priesthood,” recalls Josh. Father Robert suggested he 
move into the Frassati House, a newly-renovated house 
located next to the chancery that had been set up in 2016 to 
house young men discerning a vocation to the priesthood.

“I was still active duty at that point, so I told him 
no--twice--but Fr. Robert insisted the diocese would find a 
way to make it work,” recalls Josh. Finally, a conversation 
with Bishop Zielinski about his own vocation as a “fisher 
of men” (Matthew 4:19) convinced Josh to give the Frassati 
House a chance. He moved into the house in November 
2016, the diocese’s first discerner to live there with Father 
Robert.

Living with a diocesan priest was invaluable, 
according to Josh, because it let him see “the real man 
behind the collar.” “We just hung out, prayed together, 
and talked about life...I learned about being a priest very 
naturally,” he says. Josh witnessed a vocation that witnessed 
to the values he wanted to live by as a Catholic man. 
“What struck me about Father Robert was that there was 
no duplicity in him--he’s just authentically who he is, all 
the time,” says Josh. “He’s just a normal guy, yes, but he 
also exposed me to the beauty of the priesthood, too. Here 

was a man whose whole life was devoted to serving others 
and I wanted that, too.”

Six months of prayer and shadowing Father Robert 
convinced Josh God was calling him to serve as a priest in 
northern Alaska, too. He completed the discernment process 
with the diocese, got approval to enter seminary, and started 
at Mundelein Seminary in Illinois in fall 2017.

Led to the Priesthood
Having just finished his first year in seminary, Josh is 
excited about serving as a priest in northern Alaska and in 
the military. Looking back, he marvels at how God subtly 
guided him to his vocation.

“I now see how God closed all these doors I’d 
hoped to step through in the military,” he says. “Then he 
put this big, glorious door in front of me to the priesthood 
and invited me to step through it. I feel peace about where 
He’s leading me.”
      --Misty Mealey

Josh with Bishop Chad Zielinski at the Families Fully Alive 
Conference in Fairbanks. February 2018.

Josh with one of his seminary classmates, Dan Smyth, Diocese 
of LaCrosse WI, just after a hockey game. Josh played on a 
team (The Mighty Docs) with Dan’s brother and his med school 
friends. April 2018

Josh cooking tacos on Eagle Summit 
(up the Steese Highway, in Alaska.) May 2016
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In his recent apostolic exhortation, GAUDETE ET 
EXSULTATE, translated as Rejoice and Be Glad, 
Pope Francis reaches out to the entire world to 
remind us of our universal call to holiness.  
 “REJOICE AND BE GLAD” (Mt 5:12), 
“Jesus tells those persecuted or humiliated for 
his sake. The Lord asks everything of us, and 
in return, he offers us true life, the happiness 
for which we were created. He wants us to be 
saints and not to settle for a bland and mediocre 
existence.” (Gaudete Et Exsultate 1)  The Second 
Vatican Council in Lumen Gentium reinforced 
these words: “Strengthened by so many and such 
great means of salvation, all the faithful, whatever 
their condition or state, are called by the Lord--each 
in his or her own way--to that perfect holiness by 
which the Father himself is perfect”.
 In these opening words, I think Pope 
Francis gives us a clear invitation to realize: 1) An Continued on Page 7

†Most Reverend Chad W. Zielinski
Homily: Day of Adoration for Vocations ~April 26, 2018

affirmation that God is calling each one of us; 2) 
This calling is about following Christ and in that 
following we will meet challenge and difficulty 
but we should “rejoice and be glad” because we 
are drawing closer to Christ; and 3) God “wants 
us” to be saints and to achieve sainthood, we must 
rise above the spiritual indifference and apathy in 
our world.
 This calling can be more clearly heard 
and understood as we turn to those holy men 
and women who live the faith with “rejoicing 
and gladness.”  Who are these men and women? 
They are those that we recognize in the official 
catalogue of saints but they are also those who 
held us, who taught us how to make the sign of 
the Cross with Holy water, who taught us about 
Mary, mother of Jesus, who taught us about the 
miracles of Jesus healing people.  They are the 
men and women who, like us, are sinners and who 
we watched go to regular confession and return 
regularly to consume the very person of Christ in 
the Holy Eucharist.  They are the parents, aunts, 
uncles, and grandparents who might still walk 
the journey of life but are truly real people that 
held us, comforted us, encouraged us, and loved 
us.  What a great community of witnesses.
 This also includes the “saints next door.”  
Yes, they can be our relatives, but literally people 
in our own neighborhood.  Saint John Paul II 
reminded us in May 2000 that there have been 
many martyred witnesses of various Christian 
faiths who have shed their blood for Christ.  I 
recall as a child that our family was required to 
watch Billy Graham on television.  My father 
would tell us, “He is not Catholic but he is a very 
holy man who is totally devoted to Jesus, so please 
listen to what he has to say.”  Along with my 
grandparents and special parishioners who lived 
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Dear Bishop Zielinski,                        Date___________F01 S2018 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_____________________________________Street No.______________________________
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: __________________________________________________________________
            One Time Only:(  )        Monthly:(  )      Quarterly:(  )      Twice A Year: (  )       Annually:(  )
CREDIT CARD NUMBER: (Strictly confidential):   ____________     _____________     _____________     ______________
EXP  DATE:_________ TOTAL Enclosed $_____________ SIGNATURE: ____________________________________
CVC #: _________PHONE:______________________EMAIL:_________________________________________

Dear Bishop Zielinski,                        Date___________F16 S2018 02
I would like to help you build a Fund to help train current and future Seminarians for the Diocese of 
Fairbanks.  Please accept this donation to your Seminarian Endowment Fund.

AMOUNT OF GIFT: $15______   $25_______  $50______  $100______  $250______    Other$_______________
Name_____________________________________Street No.______________________________
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: __________________________________________________________________
            One Time Only:(  )        Monthly:(  )      Quarterly:(  )      Twice A Year: (  )       Annually:(  )
CREDIT CARD NUMBER: (Strictly confidential):   ____________     _____________     _____________     ______________
EXP  DATE:_________ TOTAL Enclosed $_____________ SIGNATURE: ____________________________________
CVC #: _________PHONE:______________________EMAIL:_________________________________________
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Thank you for considering a gift to our General Fund and to our Seminarian Endowment Fund!
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Your first class stamp donations are greatly appreciated.

YES! We collect Box Tops for the Catholic Schools of Fairbanks!
Mail to: The Shepherd Ladies~1312 Peger Road~Fairbanks, AK 99709

Bishop Chad Zielinski will visit the 
parishes below, this summer and fall, 
to speak about the great challenges of 
ministering within the most northern 
diocese. He will speak particularly about 
having only 20 priests and the areas they 
must cover.  Because of the vast size 
of the state, people in the village/bush 
communities sometimes do not see a 
priest for months at a time. Our villages 
have no connecting road system and 
can only be reached by plane or boat 
and sometimes on frozen rivers, via a 
snowmachine or ATV during the long 
winter months. 
 We are the largest diocese in 
the country geographically. From Tok 
near the Canadian border all the way 

Where in the World are Bishop Chad Zielinski and Fr. Fath?

June 16 & 17: 
Mission San Diego de Alcala

San Diego, CA
&

June 23 & 24: 
The Immaculata
 San Diego, CA 

(Bishop Zielinski)

July 14 & 15: 
St. James Cathedral

Seattle, WA 
(Bishop Zielinski)

across the state to Little 
Diomede near the border 
with Russia, from Barrow on 
the coast of the Arctic Ocean 
to Chefornak, on the Bering 
Sea south of Nelson Island...
the diocese stretches nearly 
410,000 square miles.
 Recognized as 
the United State’s only 
missionary diocese by 
Rome’s “Congregation of the 
Evangelization of Peoples,” it 
is home to 13,500 Catholics, 
out of a general population 
of 165,500. The diocese is among the poorest in the nation with only eight of its 46 
parishes and missions self-supporting. The viability of these parishes depends in large 
measure on the generosity of donors from across the country. 

August 11 & 12: 
St. Michael the Archangel

Cary, NC 
(Bishop Zielinski)

September 22 & 23:
 St. Anne

Broken Arrow, OK 
(Fr. Fath)

September 29 & 30: 
St. Elizabeth Ann Seton

Odessa, TX 
(Fr. Fath)

October 26-28: 
Marian Conference

Petoskey, MI 
(Bishop Chad)

PLANNING A TRIP TO ITALY? 
JOIN FR. SZYMON CZUWARA AND HEAR 

ABOUT THE MISSIONS OF ALASKA 
October 1 - 9 (12), 2018

Spiritual Director: 
Fr. Szymon Czuwara

Group Coordinator: Teresa Chepoda Usibelli

Optional add on tour to Medjugorje
Call Teresa Chepoda for details:

907-374-9528 or teresa@cbna.org
www.pilgrimages.com/frszymon
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a holy, simple life, I would say Billy Graham was 
also a great influence.
 So how do we live out this call to holiness?  
During a recent homily, Pope Francis referenced 
simple ideas that are the root of our call to 
holiness, love, and service.  In the Gospel, we hear 
that Jesus washes the feet of his disciples.  He takes 
the celebration of the Eucharist, the perfection 
of love, Christ Himself, and unites it to an action 
of service.  His action continues in the offering 
of Himself on the Cross which is represented in 
the Holy Mass. At a daily Mass on April 20, Pope 
Francis said:

The Eucharist is not a beautiful rite, 
but it is the most intimate, the most 
concrete, and the most surprising 
communion that one can imagine 
with God: a communion of love so 
real that it takes on the form of eating.

Christ desires us to consume Him so we can be 
close to Him.  It is in this intimate encounter of 
perfect love that we are driven to service.
 Our encounter with Christ in the Eucharist 
at Mass is a Real Encounter with a very Real 
Person.  His message is “do as I have done.”  It is 
a command to go encounter real people that are 
in need, especially through the Corporal Works 
of Mercy. It is an invitation for each of us to be 
authentically present to one another.  This can 
be challenging in a culture of technology.  Christ 
draws close to us so we can draw close to the 
members of His Mystical Body, especially those 
crying out for help.
 Jesus reminds us in the Gospel John 13:16-
20, that “no servant is greater than his Master.”  
This pulls us into an examination of conscience, 
asking ourselves if we are truly followers of Christ.  
It is an exercise in humility.  It is impossible to 
be smarter or greater than Christ.  Recall in the 
Gospels how often Peter tried to get out ahead 
of Jesus and found himself “getting behind” and 

following him. Or as we read at the end of John’s 
Gospel, Peter encounters the Risen Christ and is 
confronted three times with “Do you love me?” 
Jesus pushes Peter to reach within his entire 
person and see the incredible capacity to love.  
It is in this confession of lovingChrist that Peter 
lived out his vocation to the point of stretching 
out on his own cross.
 It is in living out this call to holiness that we 
discern a vocation to be married, single, ordained, 
or consecrated.  I cannot just sit in church all day 
and wait for an apparition, or think God will send 
me an email or post something on my Facebook 
page.  Like Peter, God will ignite a thirst and fire 
of love within that will draw a young man or 
woman to ordained or consecrated life.  This is 
where vocation directors, spiritual directors, and 
seminary staff assist in the discernment process.  
 “When, in God’s presence, we examine 
our life’s journey, no areas can be off limits. In all 
aspects of life we can continue to grow and offer 
something greater to God, even in those areas 
we find the most difficult. Discernment, then, 
is not a form of egotistical introspection, but an 
authentic process of leaving ourselves behind in 
order to approach the mystery of God, who helps 
us carry out the mission to which he has called 
us, to act for the good of our brothers and sisters. 
(Gaudete Et Exsultate 175)
 Jesus pushes Peter to complete surrender 
so he can be filled with perfect love.  Let us pray 
for the ability to surrender to increase capacity 
and courage to respond with selflessness to Christ 
by the seashore especially serving as a priest or 
religious, which are so critically needed in the 
Diocese of Fairbanks. 

Continued from Page 4

†Most Reverend Chad W. Zielinski
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Father Joseph Hemmer came to serve the Alaskan missions 30 years ago after teaching for 
more than two decades at a Catholic high school in inner-city Chicago. Today, the 90-year-old 
Franciscan is the only priest permanently assigned to the diocese’s interior villages. Though 
his home base is the village of Ruby, he also periodically flies to Kaltag, Huslia, and Nulato 
to celebrate Mass and administer sacraments. We convinced the humble Fr. Hemmer to share 
about his inspirational vocational journey during a recent trip to Fairbanks.

What was the strongest influence on your faith growing up?
My parents ran a farm in Nebraska and I was the second of nine kids. Faith was just always 
important to our family. We went to Mass every Sunday at a little parish of about 60 families, 
but every family showed up each week and were active in the faith. I remember marveling that 
even though it was such a small church of farmers, Jesus always had the best of everything—
the linens, candlesticks, and tabernacle were top quality, for instance. I also had extended 
family members with strong faith: Two aunts were teaching nuns and my grandmother 
insisted the family pray the rosary together each night. I have many memories of leading the 
rosary as a kid and I still pray it each day.

How did you know you were called to be a priest?
Our home parish was run by Franciscan priests. They were good and holy men devoted 
to the Church and that made a strong impression on me. I was an altar boy too, and by 
the time I graduated 8th grade, I knew I wanted to be a priest. Back then, we had high 
school seminaries, so I spent high school preparing for the priesthood along with 400 
other teenage boys! By junior year, I was taking English, Latin, Greek, and German; I 
realize now I probably would’ve just worked the farm and not gone to high school if I 
hadn’t gone to seminary. My family was supportive, and said I could always change my 
mind, but I never doubted God’s call.  

How did you end up in Alaska?
After teaching woodshop and mechanical arts at a Catholic high school for 25 years, I 
was ready for a change. I heard they needed priests for the Alaska missions and I thought 
I could probably handle the lack of amenities in villages after growing up on a farm. So 
I asked my boss for a round-trip ticket to check out Alaska, but he purchased a one-way 
ticket for me instead! I arrived in the village of Galena in 1988. At the first Mass, I told 
parishioners I was willing to stick around for at least 10 years. They laughed and said, 
“We’ll see, Father…no one ever stays more than a year or two.” Well, that was 30 years 
ago and I’m still here! 

What advice do you have for someone who thinks he might be 
called to the priesthood?
I’d say to listen to the people around you. Work on your relationships so you can better 
hear the Holy Spirit. God often speaks through other people, who will see the priest in 
you long before you can. 

Father Joseph Hemmer 

Missionary Spotlight
From Midwestern Farm Boy to Missionary Priest in Alaska: 


