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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.

A YEAR OF TRAVEL FOR THE LORD:  PART I
Editor’s Note:  During his visit to Little

Diomede Island, in July, Fr. Ross wrote about his
time there, as well as his time as pastor, this past
year, of parishes in Nome, Kotzebue, and Teller.  I
am pleased to offer you this series detailing his
experiences.  All photos courtesy of Fr. Ross Tozzi.

–Patty Walter

On July 1st 2009, I flew out of Fairbanks
for my new pastoral assignment at the western
edge of the diocese, 535 miles away from my
previous home of the last seven years.  From
September 6, 2002 through June 30, 2009, I
served as the pastor of Saint Nicholas Catholic
Church in North Pole, Alaska.  Bishop Donald
Kettler jokingly referred to me as Santa’s
Pastor.  In a town that celebrates Christmas
year-round, I always tried to draw people back
to the source, explaining that Saint Nicholas
Church is where Santa comes to pray.  Having
shared in the sacred moments of the lives of my parishioners and having lived in one community
for a period of time longer than in any other since leaving home for college, it was a very difficult
farewell.

My new assignment was to serve as pastor for four separate communities in Western Alaska.
St. Joseph Parish, located in the Gold Rush City of Nome, is my home-base.  St. Ann Parish,
located in Teller, Alaska, is 71 miles Northwest of Nome and is accessible by road only six
months of the year, which is when the road is not covered by snow.  St. Francis Xavier Parish,
located in Kotzebue, is 183 miles northeast of Nome, and is only accessible by airplane.  St. Jude
Parish, my most remote assignment, is located on Little Diomede, an island 135 miles northwest of
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Nome on the edge of the International Date Line.
It is accessible only by plane, if and when an
ice runway is available.

With a Hail Mary on my lips, the small
Frontier plane touched down on the tarmac at
Nome’s small international airport just in time
for lunch.  However, my mind was not on lunch.
Within the hour, I stood at the altar of St. Joseph
Church offering the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.
Eight years earlier, on July 14, 2001, I had lain
prostrate before this very same altar in Nome,
as retired Archbishop Francis Hurley of
Anchorage ordained me a priest for the Diocese
of Fairbanks.  July 14, 2001, was also the 30th
anniversary of KNOM’s going on air.  KNOM
is the Alaska Catholic Radio Mission.

Just as my departure from North Pole
caused me to relive many memories, so too was
the case with my arrival in Nome.  I first came
to Nome on August 19, 1989, as a Jesuit
Volunteer. My volunteer role was that of
assisting in the office of the radio station half-
time and DJ-ing for the other half of the work
week.  After a 39-month stint as a KNOM
volunteer, I left Nome on Election
Day in 1992.  I had no intention of
returning.  Little did I know how my
life would unfold or what the Lord
had in store for me.  I was to return
to Nome as a volunteer at the radio
station for the summer of 1993 and
subsequent summers through the year
2000.

On Pentecost Sunday, June 11,
2000, Bishop Michael Kaniecki,
S.J., ordained me as a transitional
deacon for the Diocese of Fairbanks.
Less than two months later, on the
Feast of the Transfiguration, he died
of a heart attack on the dirt streets

of Emmonak, Alaska.  Foggy weather kept me in
Nome and I missed attending the bishop’s funeral
Mass, the Mass of Resurrection.  But thanks to
KNOM, I and thousands of others were able to
listen to it, as it was broadcast live from Sacred
Heart Cathedral, in Fairbanks.  Knowing that
Bishop Kaniecki had agreed to ordain me a priest,
if I were to successfully complete my seminary
studies and pastoral formation, KNOM General
Manager Tom Busch quietly asked Archbishop
Hurley if he would come to Nome the following
year on the 30th anniversary of KNOM.  One year
later, as our diocese was still awaiting the
appointment of a successor bishop, retired
Archbishop Hurley came to Nome to help KNOM
celebrate its 30th anniversary and to ordain me
to serve as a priest for God’s people in the
Diocese of Fairbanks.  With the assistance of
KNOM to broadcast the ordination, I hoped that
the ordination Mass might inspire some young
child to also answer the call to serve God’s
people as a priest, brother, or sister in the Diocese
of Fairbanks.  Nome had been my Alaskan home

Courtesy The Alaskan Shepherd Photo Archive
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for well over a decade.  It seemed the fitting
location for my ordination.

On July 4, 1901, the Nome Parish was
officially established.  Within months, St.
Joseph Church was
built.  The church
was distinguished
by the 6 by 8 foot
cross, that, when
illuminated, could
be seen from as far
away as 20 miles
out.  I’m sure the
people of Nome
were very happy
and very proud.
Our missionary
diocese is suffering
a great shortage of
priests.  Many
parishioners see
only a visiting priest
just a few times a
year.  Given the fact
that the Nome
parish had been
without a pastor for
half a year, I took
occasion in my
inaugural Sunday
homily—prompted
by the second
reading of the day,
that of St. Paul writing to the Corinthians—to
tell my flock: “I am humbled to the point of
tears to be entrusted with the pastoral
responsibility for Nome, Diomede, Teller, and
Kotzebue.  Help me to be your pastor.  Pray
for me daily.”

As my inaugural Sunday homily in the
parish came to a close, I reminded everyone

that there is always cause for hope.  “Today is
our birthday and this is a cause for celebration.
108 years ago, that first church was distinguished
by a 6 foot by 8 foot cross, that when illuminated

could be seen by
mushers 20 miles
out.  May the
sacred and holy
ground of our
parish, be the
center from which
the spirit radiates
to bring healing to
the many troubled
souls in our own
diocese.”

Six weeks
later, I was at St.
Francis Xavier
parish in
Kotzebue, when
the phone rang
with a call from
Sr. Alice in
Nome.  Sr. Alice,
of the Little
Sisters of Jesus,
alerted me to the
request of a man
with terminal
cancer.  Teddy
wanted to see a
priest.  He knew

the doctors could not stop the cancer that was
rapidly overtaking his weakening body.  Teddy
wanted to die at home and he wanted a priest to
visit him.  Teddy had made a very simple and
straightforward request, but one that was not so
easy to fulfill.

After the Sunday Mass in Kotzebue, I
boarded Alaska Airlines flight 153 to return to

Interior of St. Francis Xavier Catholic Church in Kotzebue,
Alaska.  Photo by Deacon Paul Perreault, P.V.P.



The Alaskan Shepherd  Newsletter              Volume 48 Number 7           October  2010                             Page 4

The year 2010 finds The Alaskan Shepherd celebrating 50 years of publication!  THANK
YOU for the BEAUTIFUL Anniversary Cards!   We are displaying  over 400 cards we have
received thus far in our little Shepherd office for all to see.  Please send your card to:
          The Alaskan Shepherd at 1312 Peger Road, Fairbanks, Alaska, 99709.

 
Your 44¢ First Class Stamp Donations are greatly appreciated!

Thank you for these beautiful cards from
the grandchildren of Dr. Patrick Vottis!

(Hanna, 8, Brianna, 7, Emily, 5, Mikayla, 4, and Patrick, 3)
Alaskan Shepherd Benefactor since 1999

Schenectady, New York

Emily
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All donors are truly co-missionaries, since they alone make possible our work for the Lord and His Kingdom.
TO:  CATHOLIC BISHOP OF NORTHERN ALASKA (our legal title):
        1312 Peger Road, Fairbanks, Alaska  99709-5199                              Date___________________
Dear Bishop Kettler:
Enclosed is my special donation to the Missionary Diocese of Fairbanks, to be used where
most needed.
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 LISTED ON CREDIT CARD:
_________________________________________________________________________________________

TYPE OF CARD (Visa, Master Card or Discover Cards only): VISA___     MASTER CARD___   DISCOVER___
AMOUNT OF GIFT $__________S2010 07 Fund 1
CREDIT CARD NUMBER: (Strictly confidential): __________________________________

EXP  DATE:__________SIGNATURE: _________________________________________

Yes, please send _____copy(ies) of
ALASKANA CATHOLICA

I am enclosing $85.00 for each book, which includes

shipping.  *BOOKS ARE SENT MEDIA MAIL--PLEASE

ALLOW 4-6 WEEKS FOR DELIVERY.  Thank you.

Please make checks payable to CBNA
(Catholic Bishop of Northern Alaska)

Credit Card purchases can be made by calling the Alaskan
Shepherd Business Office at 907-374-9532.

Name_______________________________________

Address_____________________________
City__________________State_______Zip_________
   2010-07 AK CA F92

ALASKANA CATHOLICA:
A History of the Catholic Church in Alaska

By Fr. Louis L. Renner, S.J.
(Hardcover 702 pages) $85.00 includes shipping.

A KINDLY PROVIDENCE:
 An Alaskan Missionary’s Story

By Fr. Louis L. Renner, S.J.
(Paperback 507 pages)  $35.00, includes shipping.

In Alaskana Catholica, Fr. Renner offers a thorough picture of the Catholic Church’s ministerial activity in
Alaska from its beginning in the nineteenth century to the present.  In his autobiography, A Kindly Providence,
he tells the story of a dedicated missionary priest. A scholar, a teacher, and always a Jesuit priest, he taught
German and Latin at the University of Alaska Fairbanks, edited the Catholic newsletter The Alaskan Shepherd,
and served as pastor of two different Indian villages on the Yukon River during his 40 years in Alaska.  He was
a recipient of the “Governor’s Award for Friend of the Humanities,” in 2002. The two books, both richly
illustrated, are now available from the Alaskan Shepherd .  The books are perfect gifts, whether to give or to
receive!

Proceeds benefit the Catholic Missions of Northern Alaska. www.cbna.info

Yes, please send _____copy(ies) of
A KINDLY PROVIDENCE

I am enclosing $35.00 for each book, which includes

shipping.  *BOOKS ARE SENT MEDIA MAIL--PLEASE

ALLOW 4-6 WEEKS FOR DELIVERY.  Thank you.

Please make checks payable to CBNA
(Catholic Bishop of Northern Alaska)

Credit Card purchases can be made by calling the Alaskan
Shepherd Business Office at 907-374-9532.

Name_______________________________________

Address_____________________________
City__________________State_______Zip_________
   2010-07 REN KP F921
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Nome as soon as I possibly could.  The flight to
Nome was uneventful, but getting to see Teddy
would be another story.  Teddy’s first wish had
already been fulfilled.  He had left Nome’s tiny
11-bed hospital and returned to Brevig Mission.
Brevig Mission is just a short distance beyond
Teller, but the road ends at Teller and it requires
travel by boat across Port Clarence.  I have no
boating skills, so my travel plans included
accompanying family members from Nome who
wanted to see Teddy one last time.

The family in Nome informed me that
heading out Monday morning was not feasible.
Weather conditions were a little too rough for
the short journey by boat.  Tuesday the weather
was better and, once work in a culvert was
completed, we headed down the now open Bob
Blodgett Highway in several pickup trucks.
Don’t be fooled by the name.  The highway is a
dirt road that twists and turns through the
countryside and a few mountain passes (without
guardrails) for 71 miles.  There are occasional
traffic jams, but not like anything in the lower
48.  On a recent journey, I waited as the reindeer

meandered down the road.  However, the most
notable sighting of wildlife this trip was a moose
about thirteen miles outside of town.

In Teller, we boarded small open boats
and headed across the water.  Within five
minutes, we were nearly within reach of a sand-
spit on the other side, but the conditions were
too rough to continue to Brevig Mission, so all
of the boats returned to the safe shores of Teller.
“Perhaps the weather will be better tomorrow,”
someone speculated.  Borrowing a tent, with a
wood stove in it, the family settled down for a
hearty supper of boiled hot dogs, dried fish
strips, and, if memory serves me right, some fresh
seal meat.  Two hours later, the shared wisdom
of the families in both Teller and Brevig Mission
was that the sea was now calm enough to attempt
the crossing again.

Never having been to Brevig Mission
before, I expected a 10-minute journey at best.
Recognizing that the light jacket I had might not
stand up to the weather, Charles gave me the
coat off his back to ensure that I would not get
cold, even if it meant the ride was a little

uncomfortable for him.  Before the
boat reached a safe harbor in the
lagoon, I was let off along the
shore to walk up to Teddy’s house.
The actual trip of some 6.2 miles,
as the raven flies, across Port
Clarence took 45 minutes by boat.

With the help of those
eagerly awaiting our arrival, I
found Teddy’s home and entered.
Much to my surprise, Teddy was
alert and sitting up in his back
bedroom.  He was feeling much
better at home than he had felt in
the hospital.  The blockage in his
stomach had passed and he was

Reindeer briefly block the 71-mile, non-paved
Bob Blodgett Nome-Teller Highway.



quite strong and talkative, all things considered.
I anointed him and enjoyed listening, as he shared
his strong faith with me.  Teddy told me of the
priests he had known since his birth on King
Island and how he had come to accept his own
mortality.  After this special time alone with
Teddy, I visited briefly with his family in the
living room.  Observantly noticing my wet socks,
(my old boots had holes in them) Teddy’s
daughter brought me a brand new pair of socks
and insisted I keep my feet warm with them.
Charles graciously offered to take me back to
Teller so I could drive back to Nome that evening
and offer Mass the following morning at the state
jail in Nome.

When I am not traveling, I visit Anvil
Mountain Correctional Center to offer Mass on
Wednesday mornings.  The sun was setting in a
very slow descent as we boated back to Teller.
It would set fully and darkness would come, as I
drove back to Nome.  In daylight, the scenery is
breathtaking.  At night without moonlight, the
darkness is all encompassing.  Nothing can be
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seen beyond the short reach of the headlights.
The ride was uneventful except for appearances
by God’s creatures attracted by the truck’s
headlights.  Over the course of 71 miles, a
handful of birds swooped out of the darkness
into the light and then back into the night.  What
was most miraculous though happened at mile
13, when a moose ran towards the truck, but then
made a life-saving decision for the both of us as
she returned to the tundra.

In early September, I saw Teddy again,
when he returned to Nome for treatment.  This
time I offered him Viaticum, Food for the Journey
in his travels to see our Lord.  But rather than
stay in Nome, Teddy still exhibited that intense
desire to be at home when it was his time to die.
News of Teddy’s death spread quickly, when he
passed away on the 14th of September.  Pastor
Brian Crockett offered a Memorial Service at
the Lutheran Church in Brevig Mission right
away.  However, Teddy had requested burial in
Nome, and I would not be back in Nome until
the second week of October.  For some relatives,

it seemed only fitting to wait.  I
sympathize deeply with the extra
strain of delaying closure.  Sadly, I
cannot be everywhere at once.

Mid-September 2009 found
me in Kotzebue for the wedding of
Kiana and Jason.  Although they
now live in Anchorage, she had
grown up in Kotzebue, he in Nome.
Despite the distance of 183 miles,
it’s just “next door” when you travel
by plane.  In my homily at their
wedding, I recounted how love has
a way of making the distances
shorter.  Jason was alone and
single.  He had the beauty of all

The altar inside St. Ann Catholic Church, in Teller,
Alaska, is the handiwork of Fr. Sean Thomson.
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“We are blessed to have so many supporters who make our work possible. I want to especially thank those of you who
remember us in your prayers. Donations provide tangible benefits, but the power of prayer and the Lord’s grace is our
bedrock. Thank you with all our hearts.” --Bishop Donald J. Kettler

that God had created here in Alaska.  He recognized the gifts that God had given him through
nature and through all of the wild creatures.  And yet something was missing.  Through Noah,
a close friend, Jason met Kiana.  He was attracted to her adventurous spirit, to her openness,
and to her ability to communicate easily with others.  Likewise, Kiana was impressed by the
thoughtfulness of Jason, his concern for her, and his gentle and yet strong spirit of
understanding and love.  On a beautiful fall day at St Francis Xavier Church, the two made
their promises with God and before a church filled with family and friends.  The couple planned
to hold their wedding reception on the beach.  This is always a gamble, given that Kotzebue lies
35 miles above the Arctic Circle.  But, our prayers for good weather were answered and the day
could not have been more pleasant or delightful.

More about Fr. Ross Tozzi’s travels throughout the Diocese of Fairbanks in The Alaskan
Shepherd’s November issue, Part II.


