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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.

Alaska’s First People Are Resilient

Morning light is slowly brightening the heavy clouds
over Bethel, as I stand in the Grant Aviation terminal.  About
20 other passengers either gaze out the window at conditions,
leaf through worn magazines, or watch a soap opera on a
television bolted near the ceiling.  All of us, though, have our
ears tuned to the chatter between the air service’s pilots and
the dispatcher in the terminal.

Bethel is a travel hub for Western Alaska’s Yukon-
Kuskowim Delta. Most of us wanted to get out the day before,
but a storm system grounded flights to villages in the region.
Now, with the heavy cloud-cover breaking up, we’re hoping to
make it to our destinations.  For me, that is Emmonak, close
to the mouth of the Yukon River.  I’m scheduled to meet with
village elders.

I am by title, the Special Assistant to Bishop Donald
Kettler, shepherd to the nation’s largest diocese,
geographically speaking.  Try as you might, you won’t find the
title “Special Assistant” in canon law. Bishop Don jokes that I
may be the only one in the country, attached to a diocese.  Six
months into the job, I’m still learning what my job, as part-
time administrator and part-time facilitator, entails.  One of
my tasks that has grown in importance is that of helping the
Bishop communicate with the many villages scattered across
the sprawling diocese.

Editor’s Note: Robert Hannon has lived in Alaska for 25 years. He is married to vocalist Julie Rafferty
and they have two children: Evan, 16 and Madeline, 12.  Before taking up his duties at the Fairbanks Catholic
Diocese, he was News and Public Affairs Director at KUAC, a public radio and television station.  He has
received many honors for his journalism, including an Emmy nomination and awards from the Society of Pro-
fessional Journalists, as well as the Alaska Press Club.  I am pleased to offer this account of his recent trip to the
Western coast of our Missionary Diocese.  --Patty Walter

Robert Hannon, Special Assistant to the Bishop
           Photo by David Schienle



Before I took this position I was a reporter and
producer at the Fairbanks public broadcasting station.
When I saw the diocese’s advertisement, I felt called to
do something more than report on what was taking place
in my neck of the woods.  I hoped I could make a
difference.  After years of conducting interviews, talking
and listening to people is second nature to me.  So, I
found myself that day in early December in Bethel trying
to make it to the coast to hear the concerns of villagers.

The Yup’ik Eskimos and other rural Alaska Natives
face profound changes to their life-style. One of the
oldest established cultures in North America, the Yup’ik
people continue to demonstrate resilience and grace in
the face of escalating natural and cultural pressures.

The annual threats of erosion, flooding and storms
seem to have grown worse in recent years. Some already
see the signs of global climate change, which is expected
to hit the Polar Regions soonest and hardest.  Throughout
human history,  shifting weather patterns would not have
been so challenging to Alaska Natives. For many tribes
the place they called home changed with the season.  Now
modern structures, like schools, clinics, airport runways
and docks, anchor the people to the landscape as never
before. Coastal and
river erosion has
some communities
looking at
relocating, while the
ground quite literally
dissolves beneath
their feet.  These
moves are estimated
to run into the
millions of dollars.

A l a s k a
Natives also face
another kind of
erosion. With
television and the
internet flooding
villages, elders in
these communities
say they are seeing
modern popular
culture replacing
native ways of knowing.  Thousands of years of shared
experiences and tradition are succumbing to an onslaught
of electrons in television broadcasts and web-pages.
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And, alas, accusations of priestly abuse have also
undermined the confidence and trust of many
parishioners across our diocese. Bishop Don has charged
me on this trip especially to ask tribal elders how the
Church might restore faith and heal wounds.

Back at the terminal, a man with a thick brown
beard dressed in winter coveralls and a blue musher’s
hat enters the room carrying a clipboard.  He calls out
names for the flight to Emmonak.  A couple of young
men, a mother and father with their baby and I follow the
pilot out to the small aircraft.  After he casts a quick
glance to size up our weight, we clamber into the cabin
and take our seats.  Given our parkas, the luggage and
cargo, the plane looks stuffed.  I wonder if it will take
off.  But within minutes we are nosing into the breaking
clouds.

When I was a reporter, I specialized in science.  I
loved the challenge of translating the often jargon-laced
press releases into stories that hopefully would attract
our audiences.  Usually the secret was finding a good
analogy.  Flying to Emmonak that morning provided me
with one.  Atoms are mostly space.  Every second,
millions of particles produced by the sun, called

neutrinos, pass through
us and the rest of the
earth, as if we were not
here, because largely
we’re not.  That’s how
I felt moments after
leaving Bethel, as the
plane droned above an
endless quilt of snow,
braided by frozen
rivers.  We were a
noisy particle of
matter passing through
an otherwise silent
expanse of space.

It is close to noon,
when the plane circles
Emmonak, a cluster of
buildings hugging the
northern shore of an
arm of the Yukon
River, home to some

800 residents.  On the ground, I find Andrew Kelly Sr.,
waiting for me.  Kelly is one of the elders of the village
and a former mayor of the community.  He still works

A summer aeriel view of Emmonak, Alaska, located at the mouth of the Yukon River.
This Cental Yup’ik Eskimo village had to be relocated in 1965 due to seasonal
floods.
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TWO REVIEWS OF ALASKANA CATHOLICA:

From the Pacific Northwest Quarterly, Summer 2006, Volume 97, Number 3, pp. 151-152

Alaskana Catholica, a History of the Catholic Church in Alaska
A Reference Work in the Format of an Encyclopedia
Louis L. Renner
(Portland Oreg.:  Society of Jesus, Oregon Province, 2005, xxxvii, 702 pp. Illustrations, bibliography, index.  $82.50)

What most inhabitants of the Lower 48 do not know about Alaska is almost as vast as the Great Land itself.  Louis L. Renner,
a Jesuit priest who spent most of his teaching and pastoral career in Alaska, has compiled an impressive book that sheds light
on one portion of the state’s history, that of its Roman Catholic institutions and people.  The book is clearly a labor of love, the
product of a lifetime’s work of preserving and telling the story of those missionaries who followed white settlers north and who
also brought their religion to native peoples, scattered across inlands and islands.  This is not a narrative history but rather, as
its subtitle says, an encyclopedia, presenting short and long entries containing basic facts.  The coverage is monumental:  200
biographies of individuals, short histories of Catholic activity in nearly 100 towns, and more than a dozen general topical
essays.  A comprehensive index, a thorough bibliography, and a user-friendly format—love those boldface cross-references
from one entry to another!—make this an indispensable volume on Alaska’s Catholic history.

And what a compelling history it is.  A few random missionaries visited the territory in its early years, but the church’s sustained
presence dates only from the 1870s, when the Jesuits assumed responsibility for missions to Alaska.  They were joined by
small communities of religious sisters—initially the Quebec-based Sisters of Saint Ann, but eventually other groups as well,
including the aptly named Sisters of Our Lady of the Snows, a sadly short-lived order made up entirely of Native women.
Parish churches were built in settlements large and small:  Anchorage, Fairbanks, and Juneau, of course, but also Nome,
Wrangell, Nulato, and even Unalaska in the Aleutians and Diomede in the Bering Strait.  Though far removed from the historic
centers of Catholicism, the always-small church in Alaska sometimes had a wider impact.  In the 1960s, for example, its
officials took the lead in reestablishing worldwide the ancient practice of ordaining Catholic deacons, laymen who were not
priests but were nonetheless trained to carry out certain ministerial functions (baptizing, marrying, and so on) for communities
that saw a clergyman only rarely.  Renner complements all this by including extended quotations from original documents in
many entries and with wonderful photographs, both historical and contemporary.  How can one not marvel at the photo of a
priest saying Mass on an altar made of ice blocks (p. 134), the Stations of the Cross with Jesus depicted in Native dress (p.
318), or the Ursuline sister, in full religious habit, helping Native girls process salmon (p. 654)?

It is churlish and unappreciative to nitpick at such a book, but reviews are expected to, so here are two nits.  First, it is
admittedly difficult to reduce such a huge territory to the size of even a large format volume such as this, but a map would have
enhanced the work’s usefulness for those unfamiliar with the state’s geography.  More seriously, the biographical entries are
overwhelmingly weighted toward priests and bishops—many of them heroic, to be sure—and that leaves the reviewer
wanting to know more about the ordinary Catholics who made up the church in Alaska.  Only 13 laypeople merit their own
entries:  surely more than that number made significant contributions.  This suggests one avenue for those who will continue the
work of telling the history of the people who held on to their Catholic religious identity in the face of difficult odds.  Those
future historians will praise and thank Renner for his work.  He has produced the necessary volume, the book from which all
subsequent work will begin.  Few historians, whatever their field, will ever make such a contribution.

James M. O’Toole
Professor of History, designated holder of the Clough Chair in History at Boston College, and Fellow of the
Society of American Archivists



From Alaska History, Fall 2006, Volume 21, No. 2, pp. 61-62

Louis L. Renner. S.J., Alaskana Catholica:  A History of the Catholic Church in Alaska,
A Reference Work in the Format of an Encyclopedia.

(Spokane, Washington:  Society of Jesus and Arthur H. Clark Company, 2005, xxxvii, 702 pp. Illustrations,
introduction, bibliography, index.  $82.50)

A subtitle of Alaskana Catholica refers to the volume as “a reference work in the format of an
encyclopedia.”  True, the organization follows that style, with a wide variety of entries arranged in alphabetical
order.  The tone and content, however, far transcend the detached, facts-only style of most encyclopedias, making
this an exceptional contribution to the genre.

This volume offers a chronology of key dates in Alaska Catholic history from 1779 to 2004, connecting
two cultures and many peoples across time and space.  The work is well indexed and cross referenced, promising
a handy tool for scholar and non-academician alike.  The subjects include, among others, Alaska towns, mission
stations, key institutions, and significant persons—religious and lay.  Given the author’s association with the
Society of Jesus, the primary Catholic missionaries of Alaska, the information about the priests and brothers of
that organization is the fullest and written with the most personal detail.  All entries suggest a friendly intimacy,
rich as they are with anecdotes of lives and personalities.  They are filled, nonetheless, with larger observations
about what the Catholic presence has meant to Alaska.  Ample attention is given to the role of the Native people,
Catholic nuns and missionaries, and the rising prominence of Native Alaskans in the practice and administration
of their religion.  Stunning photographs that capture the Alaska world are included, and most illuminating are the
accounts of the Alaska Native Sisterhoods.

Renner delves widely and deeply into a unique and demanding region, steeped in Native history and ritual.
Catholic missionaries brought new forces with European/American linguistics, natural sciences, photographs,
medicines, technologies, music, and spirituality that blended into, conflicted with, and changed the world of
many Native people, even as this place transformed those who entered the Alaskan landscape.  Renner, nonetheless,
makes it clear that Alaska is not for every newcomer.  Disputes—priest to priest, Native to missionary, nun to
priest—inevitably surfaced, sometimes over unexpected issues.  Renner addresses these clashes and
disagreements with measured language and occasionally a touch of humor.

No reader of this volume could regard Alaska or Catholicism as secondary subjects in the historical
canon.  This work demonstrates how the mix of the secular and the sacred can produce history to be read thoroughly
and savored carefully for important themes and thoughtful analysis.  In addition, Renner weaves into an Alaskan
fabric the colorful threads of peoples of many cultures across national and international boundaries.  This is an
“encyclopedia” that delivers far more than the title suggests.

Alaskana Catholica is seven hundred pages in length—a size difficult for today’s budget-minded publishers.
Fortunately, many organizations and persons, this reviewer included, contributed to a subvention, so that the
work could be printed in its entirety.  This is a stand-alone volume, one for everyone with an interest in Alaska,
the history of Catholicism, the intersection of the two, and the way a meticulous scholar manages challenging
subjects with balance, clarity, inclusiveness, grace, and warmth.  Alaskana Catholica is the crown jewel in the
long career of Louis L. Renner, S.J., Alaska’s most accomplished Catholic historian.

Anne M. Butler
Trustee Professor, Emeritus, Utah State University, served for fourteen years as associate editor,
coeditor, or senior editor of the Western Historical Quarterly.
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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_________    200703 F92

“Through years of dedicated research, writing, and documentation, Father
Renner has created a succinct yet comprehensive guide detailing in total clarity
and conciseness the history of the Catholic Church in Alaska. Within this historic
documentation the reader can reference over 225 years of Catholicism in Alaska.
Father Louis L. Renner, S.J., has accomplished in Alaskana Catholica a
momentous feat—a magnum opus.”

Donald J. Kettler
Bishop of Fairbanks

“Father Renner is the foremost authority on
Catholic history in Alaska,

writing history at its purest, almost exclusively
from archival sources.”
Dr. Dorothy Jean Ray

Historian and Anthropologist

“This fascinating volume offers an intimate picture of the activities of the Catholic Church’s Alaska Mission, from
its beginning in the nineteenth century to the present. It is a fact-filled account of people and places with a

wonderful array of characters…Father Renner, with a historian’s concern for the facts and a writer’s eye for a good
story,

has produced a valuable work.”
Francis Paul Prucha, S.J.,

Professor of History Emeritus ,  Marquette University

“One of the main intents of this volume,” we read in the author’s Preface,
“is to keep alive for posterity the memory of many major Catholic Alaskan
figures—clerical and lay, Native and non-Native, living and deceased—by the
recording of their lives and deeds.”

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.

ALASKANA CATHOLICA
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You are also invited to join us on the novena days
(June 7-15, 2007) inclusive by praying the following prayer:

O Most Sacred Heart of Jesus, you said:  “Ask, and you shall receive; seek, and
you shall find; knock, and it shall be opened to you.”  With confidence in your

loving, compassionate Heart I come to you as the fountain of every
blessing.  I ask you to make my heart humble and holy like yours.

Grant me to live a holy life and to die a happy death.
During this novena I humbly ask also for certain

spiritual and temporal favors:

_________________________________________.

Most Sacred Heart of Jesus, have mercy on me!
“Today as ever, the living Christ loves us

and offers us His Heart as the
source of our redemption.”

—Pope John Paul II

To the friends and benefactors of the Missionary
Diocese of Fairbanks:  On each of the eight days
preceding the Feast of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and
on the feast day itself, June 15 (2007), a novena of
Masses will be offered in honor of the Sacred Heart of
Jesus and for our benefactors and their intentions.  You
are invited to submit petitions to be remembered during
the novena.  No offering is necessary.  Any received
will be used to support our ministries here in Northern
Alaska. Please remember the following petitions during

                                      the Novena in honor of the Sacred Heart of Jesus:
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

NOVENA IN HONOR OF

THE SACRED HEART OF JESUS



for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  Tall
and lean, he lifts my duffle into the back of
his pick-up.  On the drive to the rectory, he
tells me he has called a meeting of elders for
that afternoon. He was only waiting, until I
actually made it to the village, before
finalizing the plans.  It is often observed that
village time differs from city time.  Weather
is one good reason for the difference.  Why
make solid plans when you don’t know if
Mother Nature will be cooperative?

As he threads the truck slowly through
the village streets, all the people we see offer
a wave or a nod of the head to Andrew.
Everyone knows everyone else in a village. A
birth, a marriage, a death impacts the whole
community.  That kind of shared experience
was foreign to me before moving to Alaska.  Growing up in
the San Francisco Bay area, my high school held more than
twice the population of Emmonak.  So many people, so
little intimacy, I think to myself, when I return to visit.  In
Alaska, even in Fairbanks, people depend on each other for
help or merely for companionship during the long, dark
and cold winters.

We pull up before the church, Sacred Heart, with
its weathered exterior and distinctive A-frame entrance.  I
can smell the wet heavy coastal air, as I get out I grab my
gear from Andrew’s truck and he says he’ll call me when
he’s confirmed that afternoon’s meeting with the other
elders.

Next to the church, stands the rectory.  Eventually,
it will be home to Fathers Paulinus Iwuji, S.M.M.M.,
(Paulus) and Vincent Chimenzie, S.M.M.M.  The two
Nigerian priests circulate between Emmonak and six other
villages in the region.  Right now, however, the diocese is
modifying the house to accommodate two occupants.
Inside, I find cabinets and molding waiting to be installed.
But what most pleases me is the working bathroom.  A lot
of villages across our state still use “honey buckets,” and
while I lived for years in a cabin without running water,
there’s nothing like modern sanitation and a shower to
boost morale.

Not long after I’ve settled in, the phone rings and
it’s Andrew.  He says elders from the community will meet
me at 4 PM in the church’s social hall.
The daylight is fast departing, when I take the key to the
church from the rectory and enter the building.  In the winter
gloom, it takes a few minutes for my eyes to adjust.

Eventually, I discover the light switch and then the door
to the social hall.  Inside, I don’t find elders but a handful
of youngsters finishing up religious education.  They have
lots of questions for me: who am I?  Why am I here?
Where do I come from?  Their dark eyes are bright with
curiosity and humor.

As the elders slowly arrive, the children don
winter gear and head for home and I’m struck by how
fragile the links connecting one generation to the next
have become for many villagers.  All this comes into
stark relief as the six elders, once assembled, start
talking.

We are gathered around a long wooden table with
a plastic flower print cloth. A few crayons and coloring
book pages about bible stories remain on the tabletop.
A large urn of coffee is wheezing and gurgling into life
on a nearby counter.  The scene is starkly lit from the
overhead lights. Outside it is dark.

Martin Moore, a man with a wide friendly face,
serves as translator.  I explain I’m there to hear their
concerns and learn how the Church can restore trust with
Emmonak’s people.  I am prepared to hear about the need
for healing services and restitution.  Instead, I hear about
a culture under siege.
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Father Vincent Chimenzie, S.M.M.M., relaxes in the TV room in the
Sacred Heart Church rectory in Emmonak, Alaska.  The modest quar-
ters have just recently been modified to accommodate Father Vincent
and fellow Nigerian priest Father Paulinus Iwuji, S.M.M.M.  The two
priests call Emmonak home. They serve also the  villages of Unalakleet,
St. Michael, Stebbins, Kotlik, Alakanuk, and Nunam Iqua.

Photo by Patrick C. Tam



Your first class 39¢ stamp donations are greatly appreciated.

Most Americans worry about national debt,
pollution, and what rising healthcare costs will mean for
our kids and grandkids.  For the Yup’ik and other Alaska
Natives those anxieties are compounded by greater
worries, about whether their descendents will be able to
speak their language, be able to recite their stories or be
able to live appropriately with the earth.

These elders seem more concerned for the future
than the past.  I asked them about how the Catholic Church
might meaningfully apologize for any pain and sorrow
generated by abuse.  The men and women around the table
are silent for a moment.  Then one of them recounts a
local saying that if a marriage is having troubles it doesn’t
help if the husband or wife keeps harping on the problems.
The priests were human, God will forgive them, he says.

If anything, these village elders are looking for
more involvement from the Church, not less.  Many
remember when there was a regional school at St. Mary’s.
They ask if it is possible to get more priests and nuns.
They see these ministers as key for the moral and spiritual
development of their children.  I’m afraid I have to tell
them it doesn’t look promising.  Over the past twenty
years, the number of priests in our diocese has shifted
from nearly 40 to just over 20.  Even more arresting, the
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number of nuns has dwindled from 42 to 15.  Only
the number of permanent deacons has remained
fairly constant: 29 in 1986, 27 today.   Unless the
Holy Spirit directs more men and women in the
Church to our diocese, it doesn’t look like things
will change anytime soon.  However, we haven’t
been idle in preparing for the future.

Bishop Don and Western Alaska’s
regional administrator, Sister Kathy Radich,
O.F.M., are working with the villages to empower
parish leaders to take up more responsibilities in
running of parishes.  Of course, being a
sacramental people, parish administrators and
deacons can only go so far in meeting the spiritual
demands of villagers.  But for parishioners in the
region it is a critical step in keeping the Church

alive in the face of changing times.
As the meeting breaks up, I promise to take the

elders’ concerns to Bishop Don.  In my report to him I
observed:

The Church has ministered in Alaska for
more than a century… while villagers are
coping with unprecedented cultural and
social challenges it strikes me Alaska’s
First Peoples are resilient.  Every parish
administrator or leader I spent time with
had lost one or more children: yet they
persevere.  Even if these communities
don’t move at our speed, I think the time
we invest in healing will be well rewarded
down the line as we look towards another
hundred years of service.

The next morning the weather holds and Andrew
takes me to the airport.  I’m bound for St. Michael, the
birthplace of the only Central Yup’ik Eskimo ever to
become a Jesuit Lay Brother.  His story offers some
heartbreak as well as hope.

To be continued…

Sacred Heart Church, in Emmonak, Alaska, as it appears
through the lens of Patrick C. Tam’s camera.  Pat began serv-
ing in Emmonak as Young/Adult Youth Minister in 1981.  Cur-
rently he serves as Director of Adult Faith Development in the
Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta.


