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Lives of Loving Service: 
The Catholic Schools of Fairbanks 

As a young adult trying to scrape together rent for 
his first apartment in Fairbanks, Doug Welborn 
thought back to the homeless men and women he’d 
encountered at the Immaculate Conception Church 
soup kitchen a few years before. Welborn, who 
graduated from Monroe Catholic High School 
(MCHS) in 1991, had volunteered 50 hours at the 
soup kitchen during his senior year to fulfill the 
school’s rigorous service requirements.

“I remember looking at the people we 
served and thinking, ‘Wow...that could be me if 
I was down on my luck,’” said Welborn. A few 
years later, as he struggled to make his meager 
paycheck cover the basic necessities, he began to 
realize how important it is to respect the dignity 
in every person, even the most marginalized. “It’s 
easy to judge, but we don’t always know what 
people have been through to get where they are.” 

Welborn has found that the empathy he 
gained for others at the soup kitchen continues 
to serve him immeasurably in his career as a 
Fairbanks police officer over the past 20 years. 

Just as it is for so many MCHS alumni, 
Welborn’s senior service project was a spiritually 
uplifting experience that changed him for the 

Students at Monroe Catholic High School in Fairbanks must complete nearly 150 hours of community 
service before graduation. Many students find that they receive far more than they give, with some even 
choosing a career of service to others. 

Doug Welborn (‘91) spent his senior year at MCHS volunteering 
at a local soup kitchen, and learned to see the dignity in every 
person. The experience “absolutely made me a better police 
officer,” said Welborn, who has spent nearly 20 years patrolling 
Fairbanks alongside his brother, Dan, who is also a police officer. 
Welborn believes so strongly in making life better for others 
that he also serves on the Fairbanks Wellness Court, a team of 
police officers, lawyers, judges, probation officers, and treatment 
providers who give ongoing support to men and women arrested 
for felony-level alcohol and drug offenses. “It’s a chance for these 
citizens to have positive interactions with us,” said Welborn. “And 
hopefully, we can help them make real changes in their lives.”



Everyone Volunteers
Parental involvement is an integral part of a 

student’s success at CSF and invaluable to the 
Jesuit experience. The Volunteers In Partnership 
(VIP) Program provides volunteer opportunities 
for parents to get involved, meet other families, 
and support the needs of our school community.  

 
Each family is asked to volunteer a total of 36 

hours at the Catholic Schools of Fairbanks every 
school year. This volunteer commitment is for 
adults (parents/guardians) and does not cover 

any student required volunteer and/or work study 
hours. The school office provides a variety of work 

opportunities from which families can choose.

Mission Statement
The Catholic Schools of Fairbanks is a 
pre-K through 12 family that engages 
the world through the integration of 

knowledge and wisdom. 
We are guided by the Jesuit principles to 
become Open to Growth, Intellectually 

Competent, Religious, Loving, and 
Committed to Doing Justice.
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better. Donating time at the soup kitchen helped 
solidify the values he’d learned growing up in a 
large Catholic family with eight children.

“My parents gave me the best example of 
what it means to live for others,” Welborn said. 
“We always knew we came first for them, but not 
everybody has that.” Giving back as an adult is 
one way he honors their sacrifices, said Welborn, 
and he continues that commitment to community 
service that began at MCHS.

A Culture of Service
Since its inception in 1955, MCHS has required 
middle and high school students to perform 
community service as part of its religion class 
curriculum. In fact, serving others is so integral 
to the school’s values that it is integrated into its 
mission statement and core beliefs, said Patrick 
Riggs, principal of MCHS. “Commitment to 
Social Justice” is even one of the school’s  moral 
“pillars”—characteristics students are expected to 
embody by graduation: 

events. “People who visit us are amazed to see 
students automatically get up after meetings or 
celebrations and start cleaning,” said Riggs. “They 
just know we have to help each other, so they do.”

With the Catholic Schools of Fairbanks 
having just around 410 students in all grades, 
with 190 in Monroe, parents and students have to 
commit to a high level of engagement to make the 
schools’ many teams, events, and activities happen. 
Far from being a drawback, however, this means 
students have boundless opportunities to serve, 
said Kim Stokes, an administrative assistant at the 
Catholic schools.

“A student might be called on to play a sport 
just so there’s enough people to make up a team,” 
said Stokes, whose two adult daughters graduated 
from MCHS. “It means attending a sports banquet 
that your whole family had helped coordinate, 
cook for, set up, and clean up from afterwards.” 
Students at MCHS learn to see a need and “offer to 
do something instead of just walking by,” according 
to Stokes.

By the time they reach middle school, students 
are ready to begin volunteering more intentionally, 
said Chris Stepovich, who taught religion classes 
at MCHS for 20 years and supervised students’ 
community service requirements. Seventh graders 
are required to spend 10 hours volunteering; by 
10th grade, that number has climbed to 30 hours 
per year. By senior year, students are expected to 

A spirit of service starts before formal 
service requirements kick in, however. Even 
kindergarteners at Immaculate Conception, 
the adjoining Catholic elementary school, are 
encouraged to develop a spirit of service to peers, 
parents, and teachers. 

“Service is really just part of the culture of 
our schools,” said Riggs. Because the students 
are taught not to take housekeeping for granted, 
students are taught to clean up themselves after 
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volunteer 50 hours of service before graduation.
While younger students are given wide 

latitude in how they serve, seniors at MCHS must 
volunteer in a capacity that puts them in direct 
relationship with the people they’re helping, 
according to Stepovich. Stepovich incorporated 
the relational component into the school’s service 
requirements early on as a way to maximize 
students’ own spiritual growth during the process.

“True conversion begins when you’re in 
a relationship with someone, when you see that 
you need a person and that person needs you,” 
Stepovich said. “God is love and we find Him in 
relationships with others.”

Seniors are especially encouraged to donate 
their time to serving people “on the margins,” 
such as disabled teens, homeless families, and the 
elderly. “When the students can personally see and 
experience the lack of justice in a person’s life, it 
will motivate them to bring about positive change 
in the world,” said Stepovich. 

Growing in Empathy
Relational volunteering can be difficult for some 
students because it demands they step out of their 
comfort zone, according to Riggs. 

“It’s easy to say in a classroom or Mass that 
Jesus calls us to love people,” Riggs said. “But 
it’s a whole different thing to be face to face with 
someone who is different, who needs you. It is this 
face to face relationship that helps the students to 
see the face of God in those they serve.” 

Over the years, MCHS staff have witnessed 
“palpable conversions” in students as a result of 
volunteering. Working with the elderly has been a 
particularly powerful experience for many students, 
according to Stepovich.  
 “There’s a lot of isolation in northern 
Alaska...kids are often separated from their 
grandparents, too, so their exposure to older people 
can be minimal,” Stepovich explained. She recalled 
one student who volunteered to spend time with a 
terminally-ill elderly man so his wife could get a 

Sisters Delainey Stokes (‘13, left) and Jessica Stokes (‘11, 
right) say their senior service projects at MCHS sparked 
a strong desire to “give back” through their careers in the 
U.S. Army. For Jessica, tutoring a younger student at the 
Catholic elementary school awakened a love of teaching in 
the finance officer. She one day hopes to instruct at West 
Point, her alma mater.  

break from caregiving. “She’d read to him or play 
card games so the wife could spend a few hours 
sewing,” said Stepovich. 

The hours they spent together deeply 
impacted both the student and her neighbor. Just 
before dying, the man wrote a letter to Stepovich 
that said the experience had changed his life. “He 
said he’d realized how society looks at young 
people and dismisses them as worthless,” Stepovich 
recalled. “But this girl had changed his perspective 
and brought so much joy into the end of his life.”

Alumni Delainey Stokes (‘13) also worked 
with the elderly as a senior at MCHS. At least once 
a month, she would have dinner with two elderly 
women at a local nursing home, then help them 
play bingo. One of the women was nearly deaf, and 
would sit listlessly through the games. 

Then Stokes realized she could write down 
the bingo numbers as they were called out for the 
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woman to read. “I’d even write, ‘You got BINGO!’ 
when I heard her last number,” recalled Stokes, who 
is now a platoon leader at Elmendorf-Richardson 
military base in Anchorage, Alaska. The once-
spiritless woman became animated and engaged 
once she and Stokes learned to communicate. 

“She’d been so isolated because she couldn’t 
hear,” said Stokes. “So it was beautiful to see her 
come alive again once she was reconnected to the 
world.”

Many students find themselves just as 
impacted as the people they serve, said MCHS 
counselor Annie Krause. Krause recalled one 
highly intelligent young woman who volunteered 
to tutor younger students who were academically 
struggling. 

“In the beginning, she’d get so frustrated 
with the kids and say, ‘I can’t help them if they 
won’t try harder to get it.’” Krause encouraged 
the young woman to view her students through a 
more compassionate lens. “She eventually learned 
to see the younger students’ difficulties with so 
much more charity,” said Krause. “She said, ‘I 
never realized learning is hard for some people...I 
just thought they were being lazy.’”

Mariah Minder (‘10) also tutored a younger 
student her senior year. She soon realized the young 
man needed more than just math skills. “I spent a 
lot of time teaching him to organize his assignments 
and manage his time better,” said Minder, who is 
a graduate of Gonzaga University and hoping to 

Jason Pace (‘12) attended the Catholic schools of Fairbanks from kindergarten through 12th grade with his twin 
brother, Sydney. Public service through law enforcement runs in the family: Jason is a police officer for the Fairbanks 
Police Department and Sydney is training to be a probation officer. 

 Continued on page 7
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Dear Bishop Zielinski,                        Date___________F01 S2018 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 widely-scattered Native 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:_________________________________________

Thank you for considering a gift to our General Fund and to the Catholic Schools of Fairbanks!

Dear Bishop Zielinski,
Enclosed is a special donation to the Catholic Schools of Fairbanks Annual Fund, a fund intended 
exclusively to help alleviate operational costs at the school.
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:_________________________________________



A Jesuit Education: 
An Interview with 
Bob Nelson, 
Class of ‘59

Monroe Catholic High School tends to inspire long-term 
loyalty in its graduates, as evidenced by the trip alumni 
Robert Nelson made to Alaska from Texas this past spring 
to attend the school’s 60th graduation celebration. The 
retired engineer actually matriculated from the school’s 
first-ever graduating class in 1959. In May, Nelson 
sat down with The Alaskan Shepherd to talk about his 
experiences attending Fairbanks’ Catholic high school 
in the late 1950s. 

What has changed about Fairbanks since you went to 
high school here?
The strange thing is, it’s changed but it hasn’t changed. 
It still feels like a small town. There are so many more 
businesses and people, but I can still find my way around 
town. It’s one of those places that feels the same no matter 
how big it grows. 

How did attending Fairbanks’ first Catholic school in 
the 1950s benefit you? 
One of the best things was that the school was started 
and run by Jesuits, who believed in giving you a solid, 
classical education no matter what. If the school had 
been started today, the founders would do a cost-benefit 
analysis and say you have to cut corners because there are 
just a handful of students. But not the Jesuits. They didn’t 
think like that. They didn’t care whether there was one 
student or a dozen, they were going to give you the best 
education they could. I had several classes, like physics, 
where there was only one or two of us and we were still 
given rigorous lectures and expected to perform to high 
standards. 

Tell us about one of your best memories of attending 
Monroe Catholic High School.
I have a lot of great memories. It was such a small school 
that you got to do everything, be in every club, go to every 
activity. But I have an especially good memory of the trips 
we took to Copper Valley, the Catholic boarding school 
in Glennallen, which is a little outside of Anchorage. We 
would take a bus to get there and it would take us all day. 
The trips were for the experience of the exchange.
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HIPOW stands for Happiness is Paying Our Way. 

Each year, the HIPOW Auction & Dinner raises a little over half of 
the Monroe Foundation’s annual fundraising goal of $1.1 million.  
All money raised supports the Catholic Schools of Fairbanks. 

 HIPOW wouldn’t be possible without the help and 
support of hundreds of individuals and businesses. You can 
support the Catholic Schools of Fairbanks by:

1. Donating Auction Items —There’s something for everyone at 
our auctions, including: trips, quilts, art, cars, bikes, tools, gift 
certificates, electronics, toys, jewelry, tours, and collectibles. 
We’re happy to accept your donations from 8 a.m. – 5 p.m., 
Monday through Friday at the HIPOW office at 718 Betty Street 
in Fairbanks. While the best efforts are made to include every 
item in our auction, we reserve the right to share donated items 
with other non-profit agencies. Please call before mailing your 
donation to check our donation guidelines. (New or like-new 
donations.)

2. Donating Financial Resources—We accept both sponsorships 
and cash donations.

3. Buying Tickets—We would love the pleasure of your company 
(and your friends and family!) at the HIPOW Dinner & Auction.

4. Donating Tuition—If you are not able to attend the Auction, 
consider a tuition grant donation.  Many families are not able to 
pay full tuition.  We need your help in supporting these families 
and students who desire education in a Catholic school.

To discuss how you can help HIPOW, contact our office via email 
at hipowcoordinator@catholic-schools.org or by phone during 
business hours at (907) 456-7970.

Contact Us
Monroe Foundation

718 Betty Street
Fairbanks, Alaska 99701

hipowcoordinator@catholic-schools.org
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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

go into OB/GYN at the University of Washington 
School of Medicine. “He made me realize it takes 
more than intelligence to be successful and that 
what comes easily to me may not be as intuitive 
to everyone else.” 

Many students even keep volunteering 
long after completing their required number of 
hours. Jason Pace (‘12) coached developmentally 
disabled teens his senior year, then continued to 
volunteer for Special Olympics through his college 
years at the University of Alaska. “By the end, I 
was there because I wanted to be, not because I 

had to be,” said Pace, who is now a Fairbanks 
police officer. Pace’s twin brother, Sydney (‘12), 
also volunteered with Special Olympics his senior 
year at MCHS, and still does six years later. 

It’s common for Stepovich to be asked to 
write commendations for students who want to 
continue their volunteer work in college. “By the 
time they graduate, giving back is just who they 
are.” 

Service as a Career
For some MCHS alumni, their volunteering 

At the Catholic Schools of Fairbanks, service and volunteering within the school and community are part of the 
curriculum--both required and expected. Annie Krause, Guidance Counselor at CSF since 2008, is shown here on 
Open House Day with Nathaniel Jankowski (‘17) and Michael Richter (‘17) who are ready to share information with 
new families.

 Continued on page 8
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mater. “I really see teaching as a way I can give 
back.”Her experiences at MCHS taught her to 
view her strengths and interests as gifts from God 
that can help make life better for others, she said. 

Medical student Minder agrees, but adds 
that social justice often has a far greater impact 
on society than people realize. “For example, 
prenatal care actually affects three generations 
because a pregnant mother’s health will affect 
the gene expression of not only the baby she 
is carrying, but also the genes of her future 
grandchildren, since females’ eggs are formed in 
utero,” said Minder.  As an OB/GYN, she hopes 
to increase access to quality prenatal care among 
financially disadvantaged mothers. Doing so 
will allow her to impact not just one family, but 
countless others, too. 

“Investing in people is high yield,” said 
Minder. “When we empower people and help 
them thrive, it benefits us all.”

You’ve met a few, of the many, Monroe 
alum who have chosen a career in what we know 
as “first responders.”  Many Monroe alum—
electricians and plumbers, teachers and social 
workers, attorneys and accountants, tech wizards 
and artists, business people and stay at home 
parents—volunteer in their communities, seek 
elected office, and hold “service to others” as a 
core value. The Catholic Schools of Fairbanks 
truly does teach its students to “Love one another 
as I have loved you.”

   By Misty Mealey

experience was more than just satisfying: it ignited 
a lifelong passion for helping others that has led to a 
career of service. Jessica Stokes (‘11) is a U.S. Army 
finance officer who is deployed to Kosovo. The year 
she spent tutoring a 2nd grader after school made 
her realize she wanted to spend her life in service 
to others. 

“Working with him made me realize how 
much I love helping other people learn,” said Stokes, 
who one day hopes to instruct at West Point, her alma 

Mariah Minder (‘10) will graduate from the University of 
Washington School of Medicine in 2019. As a future OB/
GYN, she hopes to help mothers in underserved communities 
receive earlier access to quality prenatal care. Helping 
disadvantaged mothers have healthier babies shows that 
“doing the right thing doesn’t just feel good, but can have a 
positive effect across society for multiple generations.”



Bishop Zielinski visited the interior villages 
of Nulato and Koyukuk in early July. 
Most residents in these small villages 
are Athabaskan native people, who were 
originally highly nomadic across northern 
Alaska in search of food. Today, these 
indigenous families embrace a more modern 
way of life, but still practice a subsistence 
lifestyle that involves hunting, fishing, 
and gathering from the land to feed their 
families. 

The interior region of our diocese 
contains some of the oldest churches 
in Alaska. Nulato was actually the first 
Catholic mission in the state established by 
Archbishop Seghers in the late 1800s. In the 
past, the diocese was flush with missionary 
priests—mostly Jesuits—who dedicated 
their lives to spreading the faith in northern 
Alaska.  

Today, only the village of Ruby has 
a resident priest—90-year-old Franciscan, 
Fr. Joseph Hemmer. He is assisted by Fr. 
Jim Falsey, a retired priest from Michigan 
who is a licensed pilot. Father Jim flies the 
diocese’s Cessna 182 to interior villages 
year-round so our rural Catholics can 
celebrate the Mass and sacraments. With 
only two priests to serve eight churches, 
however, parishioners still only see a priest 
about once a month. 

This is one of the many reasons 
Bishop Zielinski makes it a priority to fly to 
our bush communities as often as possible. 
As you can see from the account below of 
his summer visit to two interior villages, it 
is both challenging and richly rewarding to 
shepherd the largest Catholic diocese in the 
United States. 

Thursday, July 5—
A Warm Welcome in Nulato

The plane set down in the interior Alaskan 
village of Nulato just before lunchtime 

Bishop’s Summer Visit to the Interior

and I was immediately greeted by villager Sherry Agnes. She 
enthusiastically told me the guys had just caught more than 25 
king salmon, and were still out fishing. She dropped me off at the 
parish house, where I changed into fishing clothes then walked 
over to the fish processing spot, located next to the smokehouse. 
Five ladies were processing fish, including Margaret, who is in 
her late 80s. Her family members had told her to stay home, but 
Margaret would have it no other way. 
  The men soon returned with 25 more kings to be processed. 
Since the salmon were running, they took me out onto the Yukon 
River and showed me how they fish with drift nets. Wow...hauling 
those nets is hard work! It reminded me of the years I grew up on a 
farm in Michigan, when we would bail hay from sunrise to sunset. 
A subsistence way of life is hard work, and comes with very long 
days because the season for gathering in blueberries or salmon 
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Bishop Chad Zielinski with Fransiscan Brother Bob Ruzicka in Nulato.



is short and every hour counts. 
You’re exhausted at the end of the 
day, but that fatigue comes with a 
great sense of satisfaction because 
you’ve reaped a good harvest.
  I marveled at how the 
villagers have developed the 
subsistence way of life into a 
finely-tuned, streamlined system. 
In most Athabaskan and Yup’ik 
villages, men typically fish while 
women cut and process the catch. 
The fish is cut into strips or slabs 
that are cross-cut and hung in 
open sheds to dry. A portion is 
always set aside for canning, too. 
  As I visited with the men 
and women, I felt blessed to 
witness the wisdom being passed 
on from one generation to the 
next. It wasn’t just about how 
to catch or process fish, either, 
but an entire life ethic of these 
native people. They had learned 
this from their elders, and were 
generously passing it on to me. 
 

Friday, July 6—
A Traditional Fish Wheel

Fish & Game didn’t allow 
subsistence fishing for king 
salmon today, so after celebrating 
Mass, I accompanied Sherry and 
her husband, “Junior,” on a more 
relaxed fishing trip. We were 
joined by a villager named Alexie 
and Fr. Charles Ritter, a visiting 
priest from Ohio. Our group 
took a two-hour boat ride down 
the Yukon, navigating a maze of 
sloughs to reach an area prized for 
pike fishing. 

As we traveled, we saw 
several small cabins used by 
villagers for hunting and fishing. 
It’s interesting that people in a 

village of fewer than 300 still retreat to an even more remote “fish camp” 
or “moose camp” several times a year. But I understand why. There’s 
something profoundly therapeutic about being in the remoteness of nature 
and drinking in the silence God has lavished on the earth. The beauty of 
creation is an encounter with a most generous Creator who has blessed us 
in abundance.
  After several hours catching and releasing large pike, we headed back 
to Nulato. Back on the Yukon, we crossed the river to visit the Agneses’ son, 
William, who was working a fish wheel. A fish wheel is a traditional way of 
fishing that requires someone to be present 24/7 in case a part malfunctions 
and to collect any fish caught by the apparatus. At the wheel, we met up 
with William and two other villagers, including the man who owns the fish 
wheel. The three men were commercial fishing—collecting more than a 
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thousand chum salmon that they will sell to a fishery in the village of Kaltag about an hour downriver. 
  We made it home in time for a late dinner. After saying my prayers, I fell immediately to sleep. A full day 
in the outdoors is always a natural anesthesia for a good night’s rest. 
 

Saturday, July 7—Taking the Sacraments to Koyukuk

This morning, I joined Junior and Brother Bob Ruzicka, our Interior Coordinator, for another 45-minute boat 
ride to the village of Koyukuk. There was no wind, so the mighty Yukon was truly a gentle giant at rest. It was 
so different from some past trips to Nulato, when I’d sat on the river’s banks and watched the wind whip the 
water into three-foot whitecaps that were dangerous to navigate by boat. 
  Once in Koyukuk, I celebrated a Confirmation Mass for the granddaughter of two village elders. Adjacent 
to the church was a one-room cabin that accommodates visiting priests and religious. There’s no plumbing in 
the village, so water is hauled to houses from a community well. And yes, that meant an outhouse! I was glad it 
was summer—when I’d visited three years ago, it was January and 22 below zero, so the outhouse visits were 
rather speedy. 

After Mass, people gathered at the home of the elders’ deceased daughter, who had passed away the year 
before. The one-year anniversary of a person’s death is significant in Athabaskan and Yup’ik cultures, which 
is why the family had held onto the woman’s belongings. At the house today, though, her possessions were on 
display and people were encouraged to take what might benefit their families. Later family and friends enjoyed 
a potlatch meal. 
 

Sunday, July 8—Sunday Mass in Nulato

I celebrated Mass at Our Lady of the Snows this morning, which usually holds about 60 people. The church was 
quite full, which can be unusual in summer because people travel so much. I had the honor of baptizing the son 
of Alexi and Cynthia, with a very nice meal afterwards to celebrate the sacrament.   
  That afternoon, Br. Bob and I visited several homes where I offered Anointing of the Sick to elders and 
brought them Holy Communion. We then attended a one-year memorial dinner for a woman who had tragically 
died of cancer at just 28. It was a sad story, but people beautifully shared how much she had blessed them during 
her earthly journey.
  I got to go fishing again after dinner. This time, Br. Bob, Junior, Alexi, and I only netted 10 king salmon 
in about three hours, which according to the men was a light haul. Someone said that was to be expected, since 
it was the tail-end of king season. Another added that the small catch was actually plenty—neither his family 
nor his extended relatives really needed more for the coming winter. It’s impressive that when a villager goes 
fishing, he accounts for the needs of his entire family, including elders who no longer have the strength to do the 
hard work of catching and processing the fish. 

That night, we all thanked God for a great year of king salmon. In recent years, even subsistence fishing for 
king salmon has been banned in many parts of Alaska due to extremely low numbers of the fish. Fortunately, the 
fish’s population is climbing again. I know this year’s catch will be a huge blessing to villagers along the Yukon.  
 

Monday, July 9—Back Home to Fairbanks

This morning, I flew to Galena then back home to Fairbanks. As I looked out of the plane over this vast territory 
of the Diocese of Fairbanks, I realized I left the villages of Nulato and Koyukuk a blessed man. I had just spent 
time in the company of the generous Athabaskan people I serve while enjoying the beauty of God’s creation. 
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Father Robert Fath first came to Alaska in 1983, part of a military family.  His ordination in 2007 was particularly 
joyful for a missionary diocese that considers him their own. Robert attended West Valley High School in Fairbanks 
before continuing on to the University of Alaska (Fairbanks) to complete his degree in psychology, graduating cum 
laude, in 2001.  He enrolled as a first year Theology student at Mt. Angel Seminary in St. Benedict, Oregon, in 2002.  
He was ordained at Sacred Heart Cathedral—his home parish, in 2007.  Years earlier, Robert celebrated his Baptism, 
first Reconciliation, first Eucharist, and Confirmation inside the very Cathedral where he would celebrate Holy Orders.

Father Robert Fath 

Missionary Spotlight
Local Boy Called Home to Serve: 

What most strongly influenced your faith growing up?
Our faith was a normal part of our life. We went to Mass on Sundays and Holy Days of 
Obligation, prayed before meals, and had family traditions related to the liturgical year that 
we celebrated regularly. As a child, my parents would take us to Catholic shrines and we 
would have priests to the house for dinner. It was natural to talk about the faith at home. 

How did you know you were called to the priesthood?
During high school, the Redemptorists held a parish mission at Sacred Heart Cathedral. 
I cannot remember what the topic was, but I felt drawn to consider the priesthood. After 
graduation, I went on to start nursing school, still with the feeling that maybe God was 
calling me to be a priest. It was during my clinicals that I made the decision to ask the 
bishop to send me to seminary. A patient’s wife, a woman I did not know, asked me if I 
had ever considered being a priest. It was the words of this woman that helped me make 
the decision to become a priest.
 
How did you end up in Alaska? What do you enjoy most about being a priest here?
 We came to Alaska, for the first time, in 1983. My parents were both in the U.S. Army. 
After some time away, we returned when my father retired in 1993. I have been in Alaska 
ever since. One of the reasons I chose diocesan priesthood was the lack of priests in the 
Diocese of Fairbanks. How could I be a priest somewhere else when we had parishes in 
Alaska going weeks without the sacraments? Alaska is home. The Church is small here, 
very much like a family. In my time as a pastor, it has been a joy getting to know families 
and individuals on a personal level. I also enjoy being able to travel to the different regions 
of our diocese and experience the universality of the Church in its unique expressions in 
the various cultures of our diocese.

What advice would you give to a young Catholic today who is trying to discern his 
or her vocation?
I would advise you to be open and take time for silence in your lives. There is so much 
noise from the world around us that it can drown out the quiet voice and prompting of 
God. Be open and attentive to the subtle ways that he is guiding you in the direction he 
wants you to proceed. Spend time with the Scriptures and before the Blessed Sacrament, 
and engage the sacraments regularly. The stronger your relationship and conversation with 
God, the easier it will be to hear his voice.  If you feel the prompting of God, test the call. 
Enter formation in a seminary or religious community to help you discern your call more 
deeply. Every man and woman I have met who has tested their call to the priesthood or 
consecrated life and “discerned out” has said that it was time well spent. They’ve left 
with a stronger relationship with God which has made them stronger in the vocation they 
have ultimately found themselves living out.

Office of Family  & Faith Formation, Director
Vocations, Director

Catholic Schools of Fairbanks, Chaplain


