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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.

BISHOP ROBERT L. WHELAN, S.J., D.D.:
1912 - 2001

this time were downhill skiing in winter and water ski-
ing in summer. We know, too, that “he carried on a great
telephone apostolate. Often, when invited to a parish-
ioner’s home for an evening dinner, he could be seen
whispering something to the lady of the house, then pick
up the phone and call other parishioners.” Divulging
another Whelan secret, Father Shirey wrote: “He was also

It is no exaggeration to say that throughout his long life
Bishop Robert L. Whelan, S.J., was genuinely loved by all
who knew him for the man, the priest, the bishop that he
was. This zealous, soft-spoken man of quiet, strong
demeanor, spent all of his active years as a minister of the
Church—forty-nine of them—in Alaska, serving in all
three of Alaska’s dioceses. Upon his retirement as Ordi-
nary of the Diocese of Fairbanks, the Alaska State Legis-
lature, in an official document, honored him as “this spe-
cial man, who has served the members of his Church with
warmth, compassion and understanding, and all
Alaskans well.”

Robert Louis Whelan was born in Wallace, ID, on April
16, 1912. In Wallace he attended for ten years Our Lady of
Lourdes Academy, staffed by the Sisters of Providence.
For his last two years of high school he, as a boarding stu-
dent, attended the Jesuit-staffed Gonzaga High in
Spokane, WA. On August 3, 1931, he entered the Society
of Jesus at the Jesuit Novitiate in Sheridan, OR. After
completing his two-year Novitiate training and two years
of classical studies there, he went to Mount St. Michael in
Spokane for three years of philosophical studies. He
spent the academic year 1938-39 teaching at Gonzaga High
and in special studies in math and science, and the years
1939-41 teaching at Bellarmine Prep in Tacoma, WA. From
1941-45 he made his theological studies at Alma College,
Los Gatos, CA. In San Francisco, on June 17, 1944, he was
ordained to the priesthood by Archbishop John J. Mitty.
Father Whelan spent the year 1945-46 making his Tertian-
ship—the final year of basic Jesuit training—at Port
Townsend, WA.

On July 10, 1946, Father Whelan arrived in Juneau, AK,
where he served as pastor of Nativity of the Blessed Vir-
gin Mary parish until 1957. As such he also visited depen-
dent outlying towns and villages. In August of that year
he was named pastor of the newly established Saint
Anthony parish in Anchorage. For what he described as
“eleven wonderful years” he served in that capacity,
building up the new parish both physically and spiritual-
ly. During the last six of his eleven years at St. Anthony
he had with him as his assistant Father Joseph E. Shirey,
S.J. The two were a perfect match-up. From Father Shirey
we know that Father Whelan’s favorite outdoor sports at



known for another of his habits on these home visits. He
would get comfortable in a chair or on a davenport, and in
a few minutes be asleep. Knowing smiles and glances sig-
naled that all was well.”

The six years the two priests spent together at St. Antho-
ny were, according to both of them, “about the best years
of our lives.” But, the togetherness was too good to last.
Early one December morning in 1967, just as Father Whe-
lan was about to leave for the church for Mass, the phone
rang. He answered it. A short conversation followed. After
hanging up, he went and knocked on Father Shirey’s door.
Invited in, he opened the door and said, “Well, Joe, the
honeymoon is over.” The call was from Washington, DC,
informing him that the Holy Father had appointed him, on
December 6, 1967, Coadjutor Bishop of Fairbanks with
right of succession. In Sacred Heart Cathedral, Fairbanks,
on February 22, 1968, Father Whelan was ordained to the
office of bishop by Archbishop Luigi Raimondi, Apostolic
Delegate to the United States. On November 30th of that
same year, when Bishop Francis D. Gleeson, S.J., Ordinary
of the Diocese of Fairbanks, retired, Bishop Whelan suc-
ceeded him in that office. In Sacred Heart Cathedral, on
February 13, 1969, he was formally installed as the second
Bishop of Fairbanks. (It is worth mentioning here that,

when Bishop Gleeson was in the last years of his life—still
living in the diocesan chancery building with Bishop Whe-
lan—the latter lavished a loving solicitude and care on
him, seeing to his every need, that can fittingly be
described only as “maternal.”)

As Bishop of Fairbanks, Bishop Whelan—in keeping
with the motto on his coat of arms, “Solicitude and Chari-
ty”—was a tireless traveler, visiting by plane, boat and
snowmachine the widely scattered Indian and Eskimo vil-
lages of his 409,849-square-mile diocese. Travel became
“second nature” to him. He found visiting the various
parishes and outlying stations, especially the Native vil-
lages and the simple life lived there, to be “an enjoyable
experience.” During his years in office, the Native Dia-
conate Program came into being and to full flower. He
ordained 28 Eskimo men to the permanent diaconate. He
considered the ordination of Eskimo men to the diaconate
“an important development for the work of the Church in
our bush villages, and a morale builder for the Eskimo
people.” He ordained a number of men to the priesthood
for the diocese. He conferred the Sacrament of Confirma-
tion on many. He blessed newly-built churches. He orga-
nized and promoted parish councils in the diocese. It was
he who pushed the button, on July 14, 1971, that launched

In Sacred Heart Cathedral, Fairbanks, on February 22, 1968, newly-
consecrated Bishop Whelan poses with his predecessor as Ordinary of
the Diocese of Fairbanks: Bishop Francis D. Gleeson, S.J.  (Photo by
Paul J. Noden for the Fairbanks Daily News-Miner)

We want to thank in a special way those of you who have included the Catholic Bishop of Northern
Alaska (our legal title) in your bequests and wills, and those of you who, at the time of the deaths of
dear ones, have suggested that in their memory contributions be made to the Missions of Northern
Alaska or to the Alaskan Shepherd Endowment Fund.

Bishop Whelan attending an Eskimo Deacon Training Workshop in
Bethel, AK. He was always totally at ease with the Native people.
Note the sealskin mukluks the man to his left is wearing!  (Photo by
Father René Astruc, S.J.)



the diocesan Catholic radio station KNOM, Nome, on the
air. Bishop Whelan was an active shepherd, totally devot-
ed to his flock.

In the early 1980s Bishop Whelan requested Rome to
consider providing him with a coadjutor bishop with right
of succession. Rome looked favorable upon his request;
and, on May 1, 1984, Bishop Whelan had the joy of ordain-
ing Michael J. Kaniecki, S.J., to the office of bishop as his
successor. On the following day the two hosted Pope John
Paul II and President Ronald Reagan during their
stopovers in Fairbanks.

On July 28, 1985, Bishop Whelan retired as Bishop of
Fairbanks. But he did not go into rocking-chair retirement.
He spent a week on Little Diomede Island in Bering Strait
bringing the people there the 1985 Christmas Mass. In
1986, after a kind of sabbatical year, he began to serve as
Director of the House of Prayer, a building on the grounds
of Sacred Heart Cathedral dedicated under the patronage
of St. Thérèse, “the Little Flower.” This he termed “a spir-
itual fitness center.” Here—in what he described as “a
very peaceful place”—he lived. As its director, he orga-

nized, directed and led retreats, prayer sessions, and work-
shops. He spent much time in personal prayer and on
retreats—some years making two or three retreats—and in
giving spiritual guidance. For physical exercise he rode his
bicycle around the city of Fairbanks. At times he flew to
distant villages to offer Christmas Mass for people who
would otherwise have been without it. Christmas 1990
found him offering Mass in the little log church in
McGrath.

Bishop Whelan liked to keep active, to move about, to
be with the people, especially young people. They ener-
gized him. However, by the early 1990s the years were
beginning to weigh somewhat heavily on him. The first
signs of Alzheimer’s were beginning to manifest them-
selves. Fully aware of what might lie ahead for him, and
with generosity of spirit, he offered it all up for the
Church and for the Missionary Diocese of Fairbanks.

By 1995 the time had come for him to go into full retire-
ment. On August 19th of that year he celebrated a special
Mass of thanksgiving for his years in Alaska and for the
countless friends there that he had served for nearly fifty
years. Festive farewell celebrations followed the Mass. On
September 1st he went south, to Spokane, there in the

Again, we who serve here in the Far North want to express to you, our kind benefactors, our very sincere thanks
for all the generous help you have been giving us in our need. It is you who, through your kind donations and
prayers, keep us on the trail, and on the wing, and so enable us to bring the Mass and the sacraments and the
ministries of the Church to our flocks in towns and villages scattered far and wide throughout this vast,
409,849-square-mile missionary diocese. Where we go, you go; what we do, you do. God bless us everyone!

On May 23, 1970, Bishop Whelan poses with the first man he
ordained to the priesthood: newly-ordained Father James A. Sebesta,
S.J. On countless occasions Father Sebesta—a professional pilot and
flight instructor—was at the controls of the plane flying Bishop Whe-
lan to all corners of the 409,849-square-mile Missionary Diocese of
Fairbanks.  (Photo courtesy of Father Sebesta)

Bishop Whelan painting in the one-time army barracks building, as
it is being transformed into the House of Prayer, “a spiritual fitness
center.”  (Photo by Father Louis L. Renner, S.J.)



Regis Jesuit Community on the Gonzaga University cam-
pus—close to where he had spent the earlier years of his
long life—to spend his last years, twilight years, in prayer-
ful waiting for the final call of the Lord. This came peace-
fully—in his sleep—in the evening of September 15, 2001,
at North Central Care Center, where he had spent the last
days of his earthly life.

In keeping with the express wishes of the people of the
Diocese of Fairbanks, the body of Bishop Whelan was
brought to Sacred Heart Cathedral, Fairbanks, on Septem-
ber 28th. A Wake was held that evening. The following
day—in the presence of Roger L. Schwietz, O.M.I., Arch-
bishop of Anchorage, and of Michael W. Warfel, Bishop of
Juneau, and of many priests and deacons (among them
three Eskimo deacons ordained by Bishop Whelan), and of
a churchful of the Faithful—the Mass of Christian Burial
was solemnly celebrated. A heart-touching moment came
at the end of the Mass, when a priest from the bush, dur-
ing his eulogy, pulled a simple, homemade flower bou-
quet out of a brown paper bag and showed it to the con-
gregation, explaining that it was made by an elderly Eski-
mo woman in a remote Eskimo village and that it was her
way of showing her special love for Bishop Whelan.

Burial of Bishop Whelan followed immediately after the
Mass. In Fairbanks’ Birch Hill Cemetery, under the birch-
es, on a south-facing slope covered with a carpet of newly-
fallen autumn leaves—after songs were sung in Latin,
Koyukon Athabaskan Indian and English, and final
prayers said and blessings bestowed—what was mortal of
good Bishop Whelan was laid to rest alongside his prede-
cessor, Bishop Francis D. Gleeson, and his successor, Bish-
op Michael J. Kaniecki. It was a mild, sunny day.

Bishop Robert L. Whelan, S.J.—a most thoughtful, kind
and gentle man, universally loved—was a good man to
have in this world.

—Father Louis L. Renner, S.J.

We invite you to visit our
Diocesan Home Page:

http: //www.ptialaska.net/~cbna/

If you notify us of change of address, it costs us
nothing. If the Post Office notifies us, it costs us
$.34. Please help us save this cost. And sincere
thanks to those of you who occasionally send
us new stamps!

Bishop Whelan, on May 1, 1984, ordaining Michael J. Kaniecki, S.J.,
to the office of bishop to succeed him as Ordinary of the Diocese of
Fairbanks. The late Michael H. Kenny, Bishop of Juneau, is in the
background.  (Photo by Eric Muehling for the Fairbanks Daily
News-Miner)

In front of the House of Prayer, on August 19, 1995—the day a
farewell party was held for him, as he was about to leave Alaska—
Bishop Whelan and his one-time secretary, Mary D’Ambrosia relax
and reminisce. Mary died just two months before Bishop Whelan
(Photo by Father Louis L. Renner, S.J.)

On May 2, 1984, at the Fairbanks International Airport, Bishop
Whelan welcomes Pope John Paul II upon his arrival in Fairbanks.
(Photo by Father Brad R. Reynolds, S.J.)


