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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         http: //www.cbna.info

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.

“CLOSE TO THE BONE” IN BETHEL, ALASKA

 “Good morning.  And where are you flying
today?” asked the young woman behind the United
Airlines ticket counter in Philadelphia.  “Bethel,
Alaska,” I responded enthusiastically.  I’d been planning
for two years to head North for the summer of 2006
to help out Jesuits serving in the Western Alaskan
bush country.  “I’ll need to see your passport,” she
said.  I looked at her incredulously and replied, “You
are aware that Alaska is one of the fifty states, aren’t
you?”  She got a confused look on her face and told
me, “Oh, I guess I was thinking of the other Alaska.”
Despite her being a candidate for Jay Leno’s
Jaywalking segment, I made it to Bethel thirty hours
later.  Still, compared to the National Geographic
vistas of majestic mountains and gleaming glaciers
around Anchorage, Fairbanks and Juneau, I did head
to a very different part of the largest State in the Union.

We had a good evening out on the Kuskokwim river
near Bethel, Alaska.  I marveled at how much bigger the
Kuskokwim River is in comparison to the Delaware River
in Philadelphia, where I teach at Saint Joseph’s University,
down in the “Lower Forty-Eight.” (In a homily I
spontaneously referred to Alaska as the “Upper One.”)
At 10:30 PM, the June sun was high in the sky,
illuminating the thousands of miles of flat, marshy lands,
as we headed back to the dock.  Ted and Pam Berry and I,
having figured out the intricacies of a borrowed drift net,
had caught two dozen what we thought were big salmon.

Ours were two to three feet long.  Back at the dock, we
saw Yup’ik people with boats filled with four to five foot
long, sixty pound, King Salmon.  Later, at their house,
Ted and I cleaned the fish and then Pam carefully wielded
her “ulu” knife, getting every bit of the rich salmon flesh.
She was cutting close to the bone.

Editor’s Note:  Richard G. Malloy, S.J., is a professor of cultural anthropology at Saint Joseph’s University, Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania.   Upon his recent visit, in June and July 2006, to bush Alaska--where he graciously filled in as a ‘Visiting Priest’ for
Bethel and surrounding communities--he wrote the following article.  I gratefully submit it here to you in its entirety.  --Patty Walter

Fr. Chuck Peterson, S.J., Pastor of Immaculate Conception
Church in Bethel, greets a parishioner after offering a
Benediction at the display of the Traveling Wall, a wall
commemorating those American servicemen and women who
lost their lives in Vietnam.

All photos courtesy of Fr. Richard G. Malloy, S.J.
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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.  For
more information, please contact Tom Buzek,  Business Administrator:   907-374-9528.

My whole experience of the
Western Alaska bush has taught me that life
here cuts very close to the bone.  The
subsistence fishing lifestyle of the Yup’ik
Eskimo people consists in waiting for the
ice to break in late May, then the annual run
of salmon, the bursting forth of berries, the
hunting of caribou, beaver and moose.
God’s good earth provides, and people work
hard to gather in the food.  Extracting huge,
slippery salmon from wet, cold nets while
standing in small boats buffeted by cool
Western Alaskan breezes, is very hard
work.  Life in general is hard up here.  Dust
and mosquitoes, small stores and high
prices, routinely double those of the
“Lower 48,” make one appreciate the
relative ease and availability of things down South of Seattle.
The internet is slow, down, or non-existent.  On the other
hand, in Bethel, one can always get a parking space, the
equivalent of finding gold back in densely populated East
Coast cities.

Bethel (pop. 6,000 – 7,000) is the hub for
fifty-eight villages sprinkled throughout the Yukon
- Kuskokwim Delta and along the Alaskan shoreline
bordering the Bering Sea.  There is one AM radio
station in Bethel, airing everything from NPR’s “All
Things Considered” to Yup’ik language programming
to the delightful, daily “Village Hotline.”  “I’m just
calling to wish Junior in Kwethluk a happy Birthday.
Hooray for being nine years old!  See you soon
Junior.”  And the oft repeated request that someone
call.  “Louie from Toksook Bay, please call home.
Your family is waiting to hear if you made it to Holy
Cross.”

Out here on America’s furthest edge,
awareness of sparseness is a constant companion.
AC, ANICA and Swanson stores have only small
numbers of consumer goods (e.g., just one XL size
sweatshirt).  The clinic has no more than three of
the pills you need, and if they give you all three,

they may not have one for the next guy.  “So take
one now, and come back in a week and we’ll have
another one of those pills for you.”  At the one gas
station in town,  gas was $4.70 a gallon in June 2006.

Deacon Louie Andrews and his wife,
Helena, enjoy Bethel’s July 4th parade.

Joanie Klejka of Bethel, Alaska, made her First
Communion in 2005.  When her baby brother or sister
arrives in the Fall of 2006, she’ll no longer be the youngest
of the soon to be nine-member Klejka family.



October 2006
Dear Friends of the Missions of Northern Alaska,

CAN YOU, PLEASE, HELP US SAVE
IMMACULATE CONCEPTION CHURCH IN BETHEL?

The Central Yup’ik Eskimo
town of Bethel is located on the
right, the northwestern, bank of
the Kuskokwim River, in the

Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta. It is a port city, accessible
to ocean-going vessels.  It is also an airline hub,
serving 48 villages in the Delta.  As a regional center
for the Delta, Bethel has the only hospital,
community college, and court system.    Bethel’s
population numbers between 6,000 and 7,000.
     In 1943, Fr. Francis Menager, S.J., built a small
church next to McDonalds Lake or what is
commonly referred to as “Honey Bucket Lake.”  At that time, there were about 25 Catholics in Bethel.   From
1950-57, Father Norman E. Donohue, S.J., held station in Bethel.  Seeing the need for more bedroom space to
accommodate missionaries passing through Bethel on their way to and from the coast, as well as the need for a
bigger church to accommodate Bethel’s growing Catholic population, he saw to it that “a real building” was put
up, in 1955-56, to take care of both of those needs. “Honey Bucket Lake” is now only about 17 feet away from
the footings of the present church, dedicated in 1995.  Erosion is removing the soil-support from its foundation.
Deacon Paul Perreault, structural engineer for the Diocese of Fairbanks and risk management investigator,
reports, “We must act soon to save this building.  An erosion mitigation project is needed to protect the
structural integrity of the first Catholic mission church where the water is in fact only three feet from the
foundation.  Eroded soils have extended below the foundation system for the building. The footings are
failing.”  Unless this erosion problem is soon corrected, Deacon Perreault may have to recommend closing
the building.  A 238-foot long revetment, extending almost the entire distance from the north property line to
the south, is being planned.  The entire project is estimated to cost about $175,000. The project will protect
both the original mission church and the new church from erosion. Both buildings are used in numerous ways-
-vitally important to the community. The closing of these buildings would limit outreach to community youth
and to those coping with the afflictions of alcoholism.

And so, we make this special, rather desperate, appeal to you to help us, in whatever way you can, to save
our church in Bethel.

Very gratefully and sincerely in Our Lord,
Bishop Donald J. Kettler
Bishop of Fairbanks

TO:  CATHOLIC BISHOP OF NORTHERN ALASKA
1312 Peger Road, Fairbanks, Alaska  99709   DATE_________________ S2006  08 Bethel ER
Dear Bishop Kettler:
Enclosed is my special donation of $__________to be used to save from erosion Immaculate Conception Church in
Bethel, or if this project is otherwise adequately funded--to go into your General Church Renewal and Replacement Fund.
NAME_______________________________________________________________________
ADDRESS____________________________________________________________________
CITY_______________________________STATE_____________ZIP____________________

Please make checks payable to:CATHOLIC BISHOP OF NORTHERN ALASKA or CBNA

Erosion occuring along 238 feet
of lake bank in Bethel, Alaska.
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During the Month of November, the Month of Holy Souls, please remember
in your Masses and prayers the following departed:
________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

Yes, please send _____copy(ies) of
Alaskana Catholica, written by
Father Louis L. Renner, S.J.

I am enclosing $80.00 for each book,
which includes shipping.

Name_________________________________
Address_______________________________
________________________________________________________
City____________State_______Zip_________
E m a i l _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
DATE__________________   2006 08 F92

Alaskana Catholica (“a
unique gift, whether to
give or to receive”) is a
reference work in the
format of an
encyclopedia.  It offers its
readers something more
than mere bare-bones
reference data and Who’s
Who-s.  Moreover, some
entries have a story about
the given entry’s subject
attached to them.   Some
have a “tapestry” woven

out of a series of quotations from the mission diary of
the given place attached to them.  These stories and
tapestries give readers a kind of “you are there”
experience, of being present at an event of the past or at
a place remote to them.   Close to 400 images illustrate
Alaskana Catholica.

This personal story of Bishop
Gleeson unfolds against the
backdrop of early American growth
and expansion, with special focus
on Alaska as it evolved from a
territory, was purchased by the
United States and then achieved
statehood. This part of the globe is
explored from the earliest
introduction of Christianity into the
territory by the Russian Orthodox
priests until the growth leads to

division into three dioceses by the Catholic Church along with
scattered Protestant development within the frigid climes.

The life of Bishop Gleeson and his insights into the future
of Alaska are woven together into a fabric that lets readers see
a metamorphosis of Alaskan Natives from hunters and gatherers
toward a cultural subgroup that can cope with the demands of
today’s world. Gleeson served as the Last Vicar of All of
Alaska, and one can capture a glimpse of a man with a servant-
heart who was a Joyful Frontiersman for God.

Yes, please send _____copy(ies) of
Gleeson, The Last Vicar Apostolic of

All of Alaska, written by
Sister Carol Louise Hiller, O.P.

I am enclosing $20.00 for each book,
which includes shipping.

Name_________________________________
Address_______________________________
________________________________________________________
City____________State________Zip________
Emai l____________________________
DATE__________________   2006 08 F91
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After a few weeks in Bethel, I fly
out in a tiny plane with five seats and a
pile of cargo.  We glide above the stark,
beautiful, endless marshy land that makes
up the Y-K Delta,  reaching Marshall, AK,
in a little less than an hour.

Marshall is a small, friendly
village.  As I walk along, a man stops his
four wheeler, smiles, and greets me, “And
who are you?”  Everyone knows everyone,
and any stranger is immediately
recognized.  Once I bless the boats for
the first day of King Salmon fishing,
everyone knows who I am and what I am
doing in town.  Soon people are chatting
with me when they see me walking about.
Several ask to go to confession, an
always humbling and beautiful moment
for a priest.  Here are people who have
never met me, and yet they immediately
are willing to trust me with the most personal realities
of their lives.  Even more humbling is my realization that
a good number of people at Mass can’t understand
anything I say, since their only language is Yup’ik.
Nevertheless, they still come, demonstrating their hunger
for the Eucharist.  I meet a teacher in Marshall, another
Kass’aq, (“gussak”) a non-Yup’ik person, from the
Russian word Cossak (cf. Kremers, 1994:6).  He says

he stays in the village all summer enjoying
his “$1,000 a day vacation.”  Asking what
he means, he tells me, “People spend
seven grand a week to be flown out here
to fish and hike.  I have it all just by living
here.”

Surprising to me, even though this
is Alaska, was just how cold it normally
is.  I arrived for Memorial Day weekend
in tee-shirt and shorts weather, only a few
days after the ice had broken.  Soon the
tundra bloomed green, and the mosquito
swarms hit, but by July 2nd, Bethel was
often 45 degrees cool, with misty fog
hanging on many days.  After Mass the first
Sunday in July, people told me, “Well
summer’s come and gone quick this year!”
Luckily, the clouds and cold gave way on

the afternoon of July 4th, and under the
Julienne Torpel, a Filipina Jesuit Volunteer, serving in Bethel this year,
sells raffle tickets at the Bethel Church booth, July 4th 2006.

The three Alaskan bishops (left to right: Bishop Michael
W. Warfel--Juneau, Bishop Roger L. Schwietz,O.M.I.--
Anchorage, and Bishop Donald J. Kettler--Fairbanks)
are out at Bethel parishioners’  Stan Corp’s and Jerry
and Rose Domminick’s fish camps on the Kuskokwim’s
Steamboat slough, a bit North of Bethel. They were
treated to an evening of food and fun after a ‘listening
session’ in Bethel.



Again we assure you that we never, under any circumstances,
sell, exchange, or give out the names of our benefactors.

This has been and continues to be our sacred pledge.
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Special thanks to those of you who have sent
stamps!  These 39¢ first class gifts are of great

use to the Alaskan Shepherd.

brilliant, blue, Bethel sky, our church tent did a brisk fund-
raising business, selling corn dogs, cotton candy and
every lady’s best baked goods.  The parish did pretty well
with a huge raffle of over forty prizes, the top one being
a four wheeler, the ubiquitous choice of transportation
in the villages.

No community escapes the difficulties and pain
of human existence.  In the Delta, many were struck hard
by the calling up of  670 members of the Alaskan National
Guard.

The historically high incidence of suicide
continues among peoples of this region, and often it is
only by, in some way, clinging to God in hope and faith
that can see the family and extended family members and
friends left behind through the pain and bewilderment of
a loved one’s taking his or her own life.

Having had a lot of contact with Jesuit Volunteers
on the East Coast, I enjoyed the presence of Jesuit
Volunteers in Alaska.  The JV community in Bethel was
quite welcoming, and one of their community members
had graduated from LaSalle University, one of Saint
Joseph’s rival schools in Philly.  At the volunteers’ August
retreat in St. Mary’s, I met up with one of my former
SJU students, who is serving as a JV in Juneau this year.

Now, really, I came North at the invitation of local
Jesuits who asked that a priest come up and give them
some help during the summer.  But God knows the
promise of fishing in Alaska made me answer that request
faster than a Grizzly can eat a salmon.  The cold and rain

and distance from trout streams meant I couldn’t fish as
much as I would have wanted, but there were two amazing
days of fishing I’ll never forget up on the Andreafsky River
above St. Marys.  The saying goes, Alaska is the one place
fishermen don’t have to lie.  True story!

Mostly I’ll remember the people.  The Klejka
family in Bethel often opened their home to me.  Debbie
Fairbanks, Patty Jones and a host of others are wonderful
in their dedication to the parish in Bethel and the Y-K
youth conference they will put on this August.  The
Deacons, mostly Yup’ik, were indispensable in guiding
me through liturgies and aspects of life for a priest here.
The backbone of the church, the local parish
administrators like Susan Murphy in Bethel, Josie Link
in Tununak, and Maggie John in Toksook Bay, mentor a
“visiting” visiting priest and take care of the practical
aspects of church life.  The people in the tiny village of
Tununak on the Bering Sea begged me to stay, and jokingly
threatened to kidnap me because they haven’t had a
resident priest in so long.  I was the first priest they’d
seen in several months.  And one never forgets the quiet,
gentle Yup’ik men and women, who take my hand after
Mass and say Quyaana, Yup’ik for “Thank you.”

Truly, it is I who am grateful after two months up
here in the “Upper One.”  The people and places, the
beauty and boundlessness, the stark simplicity of life…
the Kingdom of God is here.  The church here in the
Diocese of Fairbanks proclaims that Good News to the

earth’s farthest
ends, which I
imagine are
located just a little
further North!

--Fr. Richard G.
Malloy, S.J.

Having served for over 15 years in the Yukon-
Kuskokwim Delta, Fr. Mark Hoelsken, S.J., knows the
way of things in the Alaskan Bush.  He took me out
fishing on the Andreafsky River above St. Marys.

Fr. Richard G. Malloy, S.J., catches
a salmon on the Kuskokwim River.


