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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 99709-5199

A special Mass is offered every day of the year for
you and your intentions in one of the Missions.
Please pray that God may bless us and our work.

In St. Joseph Church, Nome, on July 15, 2001—the day after his ordination to the priesthood—Father Ross A. Tozzi
offers the Sunday Mass. He is assisted by Eskimo Deacon Bart Agathluk of Emmonak. Concelebrating with Father
Tozzi are Franciscan Friars Dale Jamison (left) and Larry Dunham, along with Father Gerald Ornowski, M.I.C.
(Photos—unless otherwise noted—by Barbara Thieme-Tolliver, Tribunal Office, Diocese of Fairbanks)

THE MISSIONARY DIOCESE OF FAIRBANKS IS BLESSED

WITH A NEW PRIEST: FATHER ROSS A. TOZZI

the story of the Good Samaritan was not from the Bible,
but from life. The year was 1960. Instead of one man who
fell victim to robbers, there were sixty children, orphans.
Instead of it being the road leading down from Jerusalem
to Jericho, it was the road between Rosenheim and Bad
Aibling in Germany. Instead of a Samaritan, the person
who stopped to help us was an American soldier, a ser-

“The story of the Good Samaritan is like a sacred moun-
tain.” Thus newly-ordained Father Ross Tozzi began his
first homily as a priest—delivered at his first Mass, on
July 15, 2001, the day after his ordination to the priesthood
in Nome, Alaska. “The story does not change,” he contin-
ued. “It is solid as a rock. But each time we come back to
the story, we view it differently. My first encounter with



geant. While his wife was in the hospital in labor, the sol-
dier made time to take the orphans to the Army Base for a
Thanksgiving Day feast and to see some cowboy movies.
Upon returning them to the orphanage at 3:00 PM, the sol-
dier was notified by a concerned Mother Superior, who
had contacted the maternity ward at the hospital in
Munich, that he was the father of a 10-pound-14-ounce
baby boy. I was that baby boy, born on Thanksgiving
Day!”

Ross Anthony Tozzi’s road of life—which was eventual-
ly to lead him to Nome and the priesthood—began in
Munich, Germany, where he was born to Ezio and
Domenica Tozzi on November 24, 1960. With his parents
and three brothers, Ross traveled the world. They lived in
Germany, in Japan, in North Carolina, in New York and in
Maryland. He was schooled in a variety of different insti-
tutions. In 1982 he graduated from Loyola College in Balti-
more with a BA degree in accounting. After graduating
from Nashville’s Vanderbilt University, in 1984, he joined
in the US Army. For five years he served as a finance offi-
cer: at Burtonwood, England; at Fort Sill, Oklahoma; and at
Fort Harrison, Indiana.

In 1989, Ross left the military. That same year his life’s
road took him north. He joined the Jesuit Volunteer Corps,
and as a member of the JVC was assigned to serve on the
staff that operated Radio KNOM in Nome—a Catholic
radio station owned and operated by the Diocese of Fair-
banks—for a year. However, not knowing—by his own
admission—how to say ‘no,’ he wound up serving at
KNOM for three years. During those years in Nome he
also worked for the Northwest Campus of the University
of Alaska as its business manager.

Blessed with a generous, volunteering heart, Ross next
volunteered his time and talents to Franciscan Friars in
charge of the St. Anthony Indian Mission in Zuni, New
Mexico. His offer was accepted, and he spent four years,
from 1992 to 1996, in Zuni. During those years he took his
summer “vacations” in Nome, there helping close out

KNOM’s books and auditing its finances for the Diocese
of Fairbanks.

In 1989, the year he became a member of the JVC, Ross
received a letter from Father Brad R. Reynolds, S.J.—Voca-
tion Director for the Oregon Province of the Society of
Jesus—asking him if he would consider a vocation to the
priesthood. “I was hot under the collar,” recalled Father
Ross in his first homily. “How dare he suggest such a
thing! I was ready to write him a nasty letter, but a friend
talked me out of it.” As Ross’s volunteer years followed
one after the other, his mother, too, sensed that—as did St.
Paul—he was “kicking against the goad.” “Many times,”
he admitted, “my mother used to ask the same question.
‘With all your years as a volunteer, do you ever think of
becoming a priest?’”
And always his answer was, “Noooo! Where did you get a
crazy idea like that?”

But God kept calling out to Ross, in a number of differ-
ent voices, calling him to the priesthood. In the summer of
1993, on one of Ross’s many visits to Nome, Father Jack
DeVerteuil—Associate Pastor of St. Joseph Parish, Nome,
at the time—said to him simply: “Ross, forget about mar-
riage; become one of us.” These words Ross understood to
mean, “Ross, your vocation is to the priesthood, not to mar-
ried life.” And two more times Ross again heard a call to
priesthood. In Odenton, Maryland, the priest began his

In St. Joseph Church, Nome, on July 14, 2001, Ezio and Domenica
Tozzi bless their son Ross before sending him on to be ordained a
priest.

The most solemn moment of the rite of Ross A. Tozzi’s ordination to
the priesthood: the laying on of hands and the invoking of the Holy
Spirit by retired Archbishop of Anchorage, Francis T. Hurley.



homily with the rhetorical question, “What is God calling
you to do? Is He asking you to give up everything you
have and work as a missionary?” In Ross’s case, the ques-
tion hit home. At the Zuni mission, Franciscan Father Dale
Jamison—sensing the seeds of a vocation in Ross—posed
the question to him in a slightly different way. In his
homily Ross tells us how he answered the question and
under what circumstances: “On a dark night, while two of
us were driving along a treacherous back road, in a blind-
ing snow storm, I nodded off to sleep, only to awaken sud-
denly with one word on my mind. As a tear trickled down
my cheek, I heard the voice of God calling me to an uncon-
ditional ‘Yes!’”

As Christmas 1995 was approaching, Ross received a
phone call from KNOM business manager Florence
Busch, inviting him to come to Nome for Christmas. He
wanted to go, but did not think his duties as a volunteer at
the Zuni mission would allow him to take the time off.
However, there came “a moment of inspiration,” and
again his life’s road lead him to Nome—and closer to the
priesthood.

That Christmas trip to Nome proved to be a providential
one for Ross. Hear him tell it: “While in Nome to assist
KNOM for Christmas, I stopped by the rectory at St.
Joseph Church to talk with Father John Hinsvark, Voca-
tion Director for the Fairbanks Diocese. Casually, as if
people dropped into town every day to ask to become
priests for the Fairbanks Diocese, he reached into the
drawer of his desk and handed me an application form.”
Ross filled out and submitted that form, and in so doing
took the first concrete, major step along the road that was
to lead him to his being ordained a priest six years later.

In the summer of 1996, on July 14th—the day KNOM
was celebrating its silver jubilee—Ross was sitting in the
back of St. Joseph Church. By this time he had been
accepted as a seminarian for the Diocese of Fairbanks, but
not many knew this. In his first homily as a priest, he
recalled that day: “My heart was pounding. Bishop
Kaniecki started to talk about vocations, and I knew that
he was going to break the secret, to tell the congregation
that I was about to begin studies for the priesthood. The
more he talked, the harder my heart pounded.” The secret

was broken. Ross survived that pounding of his heart, and
in the fall of that year went on to begin studies for the
priesthood at Mount Angel Seminary at St. Benedict, Ore-
gon. At the end of the academic year 2000, he graduated
with a MA degree in Sacred Theology. For his thesis topic
he had chosen The Spirituality of Therese of Lisieux. In
Fairbanks, on Pentecost Sunday, June 11, 2000, he was
ordained a transitional deacon by the Most Reverend
Michael J. Kaniecki, S.J., the late Bishop of Fairbanks.

Deacon Ross Tozzi had one more year of preparation
before he was ready to be ordained a priest. He spent most
of that year at Mount Angel, crowning his studies there
with a Master of Divinity degree. He also spent parts of
that year “in the field”—so to speak—getting practical,
hands-on experience. He spent two months in the Nome
parish. He also spent some time assisting at the Down-
town Chapel, St. Vincent de Paul Parish, in Portland, Ore-
gon. Concerning Deacon Ross’s work there, Father
Richard Berg, C.S.C., pastor, wrote: “As much as we will
miss him, we’re also very pleased to send Ross to you. I
think he will be an excellent, pastoral priest.” Another
who witnessed Deacon Ross in action with the poor at the
Downtown Chapel spoke of his “grace, geniality and com-
passion.”

When, on the day of his ordination to the priesthood, a
man hears the words “Thou art a priest forever,” he
becomes a radically changed man ever after. Ordination
day is for him a momentous, life-transforming day. For his
ordination date Deacon Ross chose July 14th, a date he
considered “very special.” In his homily he listed the spe-
cific reasons why he so considered that date. The day
marked the 30th Anniversary of KNOM’s going on the air.
It was on July 14th that Father Bellarmine Lafortune, S.J.—
missionary for over 40 years to the people of Nome and to
the Eskimos of the surrounding area and King Island—
collapsed at the altar in the old St. Joseph Church while
offering Mass. And July 14th is also the feast day of
Blessed Kateri Tekakwitha, Native American and
patroness of ministries to Native Americans.

The ordination liturgy began at 5:00 p.m., on July 14,
2001, in St. Joseph Church, Nome, Alaska. Deacon Ross’s
parents blessed him and sent him on his way to the priest-
hood. Francis T. Hurley, retired Archbishop of Anchorage,

Nome’s new St. Joseph Church—built on the site of the first St.
Joseph Church. It was dedicated on March 19, 1994, by the late Bish-
op of Fairbanks, Michael J. Kaniecki, S.J. A member of the Nome
Ministerial Council found it to be “a peaceful and spirit-filled place
to pray.”  (Photo by Bishop Michael J. Kaniecki, S.J.)

On the evening of his ordination to the priesthood, Father Ross A.
Tozzi—joined by Margaret Testamarta and others—takes part in an
Eskimo dance.



the ordaining prelate, elected him to serve in the Diocese
of Fairbanks with the words, “We rely on the help of the
Lord God and of our Savior Jesus Christ and we choose
this man, our brother, for priesthood.” Family, friends and
relatives, deacons and priests from near and far, present
and former KNOM and Jesuit Volunteers—along with a
church-filling crowd of the faithful—were present to wit-
ness Ross Anthony Tozzi become a priest forever. (Father
Ross is the fifth former KNOM Volunteer to be ordained
a priest.)

Following the ordination itself, as Father Ross was
blessing family, guests and parishioners, chairs were
removed, tables put up, and a potluck was hosted by
parishioners for all present. To round out that whole mem-
orable day, the King Island Drummers and Dancers, led
by Gabe Muktoyuk, put on a traditional Inupiaq Eskimo
celebration. All took part in the festivities, including
Father Ross, who rose to dance to the beat of the drum and
the rhythm of the chant.

On Sunday, July 15th, in St. Joseph Church, Father Ross
went “unto the altar of God” for the first time to offer

Mass as principal celebrant. This Mass, as well as the ordi-
nation Mass and ceremonies of the day before, were
broadcast live over Radio KNOM. Concerning that first
Mass, Tom Busch, General Manager of KNOM, wrote that
watching Father Ross celebrate Mass made him and his
wife Florence “very, very happy.” After the Nome events,
Father Ross spent some time with family and friends,
before going on to his first assignment as a priest: St.
Raphael Parish, Fairbanks, as assistant to Father Patrick
Bergquist.

One can safely assume that once our rookie priest has
gotten his sacerdotal feet wet, he will be back in Alaska’s
bush, with the people he came to know, respect and love
during his years at KNOM, Nome. They will be happy to
hear him offer Masses broadcast over Radio KNOM. They
will happily listen to his broadcasts from the studio. Eski-
mo elders especially will be happy to hear again his
weather reports. Father Ross’s deliberate, slow-speaking
pace makes it easier for them to understand the reports.

We are confident that wherever Father Ross’s road of
life may eventually lead him, he will continue to listen
faithfully to God’s call and make good on his vocation to
the priesthood. We wish and pray him many happy years
of fruitful ministry as a good Samaritan, as a good shep-
herd, as a good priest of God.

—Father Louis L. Renner, S.J.

Father Ross A. Tozzi with his parents, Domenica and Ezio Tozzi, the
day of his first Mass, July 15, 2001.

To symbolize his unworthiness of the office of priesthood and his
dependence on Divine Grace, Ross A. Tozzi lies prostrate before the
altar, praying, while the Christian community chants the Litany of
the Saints and prays for him.


