
Fr. Ross Tozzi on Little Diomede.  Photo by Chris Ahkinga.

Editor’s Note:  During his visit to Little Diomede Island, in July 2010, 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, unless otherwise stated.  –Patty Walter

On September 20, I  headed
south, traveling with many who
had flown to Kotzebue for a
wedding.  With the financial
assistance of the National
Federation of Priest Councils
(NFPC), and the Diocese of
Newark, I was able to travel to
the “Lower 48” to attend a
convention.  In Chicago, I
represented all of the priests of
Alaska at the annual Consultors
meeting of the NFPC.  The NFPC
is a national forum for priests to
discuss pastoral matters and an
organization that seeks to promote
priestly unity and fraternity by facilitating communication among priests, bishops and priests councils.
I am also the vocation director for the Diocese of Fairbanks.  In Newark, I attended the annual
convention of the National Conference of Diocesan Vocation Directors.  The NCDVD has been
very helpful in teaching me to embrace the ministry of vocational work despite the handicap of not
being able to devote my full energies to it.

Following my travels in the lower 48 and a brief period visiting family, I returned to Nome to
pick up where I had left off.  Teddy was finally laid to rest following a funeral Mass in Nome.  The
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cancer that had weakened Teddy, had also made
his final days painful, and yet they were filled
with hope.  Like gold tested in fire, they helped
to purify him for the unending days of eternal
life.  When a person is suffering, having family
and friends close makes the pain more bearable.
We are ever thankful to the love and nurturing
care of his family who helped Teddy through
the journey from this life to the next, from the
shores of Brevig Mission to the shores of
heaven.  We are grateful for all of those who
visited Teddy in the hospital here in Nome, for
those who traveled to Brevig to see Teddy.  And,
I’m sure, Teddy very much appreciated all of
the prayers for him from those who could only
pray from afar.

On a cold Sunday afternoon late in
October, I drove to Teller on another mission
of mercy.  Weather had not yet closed the road,
and Paula, our local lay presider, asked me to
accompany her on a home visit.  Agnes’ health
was failing, so I anointed her and we offered
her Holy Communion.  Snow would soon set in
and I might not be back for
months.  The day after
Thanksgiving, Agnes breathed
her last.  I knew I would do my
best to make it back to Teller for
her funeral.

I hoped to fly to Teller on
Sunday evening, but ice fog at the
Teller airstrip had the bush pilots
exercising discretion as the
better part of valor.  Fearing an
impending storm that would
prevent my arrival, Paula began
preparations for a funeral service
in the absence of a priest.
Monday morning I anxiously
awaited a check on the weather

conditions in Teller.  As I waited for the news, I
was pleasantly surprised to meet newlywed
Jason.  Having grown up in Nome, he returned
for Thanksgiving and from there headed out on
business to one of the villages.  Positive weather
conditions were reported, and we were both able
to head out for our respective missions.

The flight to Teller was uneventful other
than arranging for someone to meet me at the
airport.  Teller’s airport used to be very close to
sea level and within walking distance of the
church.  But fearing flooding, the state built a new
strip a few miles outside of town.  There is no
terminal at the airstrip and no place to seek shelter
from the cold and snow.  Normally an agent for
the airline would meet the plane and help
passengers with a ride to town, but the airline I
flew on was in between agents and I had to look
for someone who could pick me up.  Charlie
picked me up and drove me to town, commenting
that I should have flown on the other carrier, since
they had an agent to offer transportation.

St. Ann Catholic Church in Teller, Alaska.
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Arriving in Teller just hours before the
funeral, I had time to assist the family in moving
Agnes’ body into the main body of the church,
where we rested the casket on a pair of
wooden benches.  There are no morticians in
the area, so, with the exception of a casket,
there is no help from a funeral home.  With the
aid of a jackhammer and local volunteers, the
family chiseled a grave out of the frozen
ground.

The Catholic faith was very important
to Agnes.  Despite the cramped quarters of
our tiny church, we held a full funeral at St.
Ann Church.  Pastor Brian from Brevig
Mission was a welcome addition as he helped
to lead some of the music the community is
familiar with.  Following the Mass at St. Ann
Church, I accompanied the pallbearers up to
the cemetery, where blowing winds signaled
that a snowstorm was on the way.  I made the
graveside prayers as succinct as possible,
knowing the pallbearers needed a solid hour,
in the open and bitter cold, to fill in the grave.
With a shovel, I helped for about half an hour

before the cold drove me to seek shelter
indoors.

I opted to stay the evening and fly
out the following morning.
Unfortunately, the storm did not blow
over so quickly, and my stay in Teller
was extended by two days.  The good
news, however, was that the airline had
time to hire an agent so that I didn’t have
to impose on the generosity of Charlie
a second time.  At the airstrip, the agent
and his family unloaded a plane full of
grocery items for the Native Store and I
boarded as the sole passenger.  The pilot
then headed for the Brevig airport across
the frozen harbor.  He circled once and

determined that conditions were not safe for an
attempted landing and takeoff. In a fraction of the
time it would have taken me to drive in the summer
when the road was open, I was back in Nome.
There I began making preparations for Advent
2009.

One month later, Sister Kathy Radich,
O.S.F., called me from St. Marys and asked if I
could offer Fr. Roman Caly a helping hand.  Fr.
Roman has responsibilities for 7 churches in 7
villages.  Between Christmas and the New Year,
it was simply impossible for him to handle three
funerals and a wedding.  On the Feast of St.
Stephen, Christine Steve passed away in Stebbins.
Christine was the widow of the late deacon
Charlie Steve, and the mother of the parish
administrator Margaret Marlin.  Although
Margaret would normally handle a funeral in the
absence of a priest, Sister Kathy wisely
understood that for Margaret to handle her own
mother’s funeral would be too much for her.  She
needed and deserved the opportunity to grieve
the loss of her mother without, at the same time,
being the lay presider at the funeral.

St. Bernard Catholic Church in Stebbins,  Alaska.
Photo by Deacon Paul Perreault, P.V.P.
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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.
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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 08 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_________
   2010-08 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_________
   2010-08 REN KP F921
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How could I refuse Sister Kathy’s request?
I began to shop for air tickets based on travel
schedules.  I hoped to make it back to Nome for
the January 1st Feast of Mary the Mother of God.
Sister Kathy
forewarned me
that it might be
possible to get
back, but that I
should be
prepared in case
travel was
delayed.  On the
30th of
December, I
flew out of
Nome and on to
S t e b b i n s .
Vernon picked
me up at the
airstrip and
brought me to
St. Bernard
Parish.  St.
Bernard’s is a
newly built church with all the conveniences of a
bush parish, minus running water, hot showers,
and flush toilets.  After settling in at the church, I
went next door to see Margaret.

Margaret had taken care of her mother until
Christine’s last breath.  With the passing of her
mother, Margaret had turned down the heat in the
home in order to better preserve her mother’s
body for the funeral. A saintly woman, Christine
looked very much at rest, as mourners came and
went.  I offered the suggestion that we might
consider moving Christine to the church.  Within
a short time, we had a reception of the body in
the unheated church and visitors began to come.
(Please note the heat worked just fine in the living
quarters above the church).  One man, who

stopped by to grieve, commented that the church
was usually locked but he was glad he was able
to come in this day even amidst the sadness of
death.  Although grieving herself, Margaret was

very gracious
in inviting me
over for
meals or
s e n d i n g
s o m e t h i n g
over when
she noticed I
was busy in
the church.

T h e
funeral was
set for 3:00
PM on Friday
to coincide
with the
passion and
death of our
Lord.  During
the morning, I
contacted the

airline agent in town and tried to reconfirm the
routing of the evening flight.  It looked as if it
just might be possible to have the funeral Mass
and catch the last flight out of town.  But it would
be tight.

I asked the agent to inform me of any
changes and explained that once the funeral was
underway, I would have no way of receiving a
phone call.  He said he would find a way to let
me know if the plane was going to arrive earlier
than scheduled.  Forty seconds before the start
of the funeral Mass, he was true to his word.
He spoke to me at the rear of the church and
informed me the flight was coming sooner than
scheduled.  I could catch the flight out in 45
minutes.  I thanked him for his effort and



explained that, I would wait
for the next flight, which was
two days later on the 2nd of
January 2010.  With a full
church, Joe Steve,
(Christine’s brother) began
playing the organ, and our
two-hour funeral liturgy
began on schedule and
without any rush.

As the funeral Mass
ended and before we all
walked to the cemetery, I
was asked if we could have
a midnight Mass to celebrate
the Feast of Mary the Mother
of God.  In turn, I asked,
“What time does midnight
Mass start?”  “At 11:00 PM,” was the simple
answer.

Before we could celebrate at night, we
needed to bury Christine.  With a flashlight held
so I could read the prayers at the gravesite,
Christine Steve was laid to rest and the
pallbearers braved the cold to fill the grave.
Afterwards, dozens and dozens and dozens of
people crowded into Margaret’s home for a warm
meal.  If memory serves me right, around 8:00
PM I headed down the street to the community
hall.  To the beat of drums, family and friends
came together at the community hall for dancing.
The dances are really a form of art which express
the beauty of the culture and which also allow
for the joyful recalling of memories.

Before the dancing was completed, I
returned to the church to fulfill the promise I
made earlier to be available for confessions.
Despite a full day of funeral rituals that began at
3:00 PM and lasted past 10:00 PM, I was
pleasantly surprised to see the church filled back
up at 11:00 PM.  Our “midnight” Mass ended at
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midnight and worshipers were treated to a twin
fireworks show, as they left the church.  High in
the sky the Stebbins fireworks lit up the night,
while, lower on the night’s horizon, the fireworks
at St. Michael, 10 miles away, were also visible.

On New Year’s Day, with no flights in or
out of the village, I took the parish truck on the
one road out of town and drove to St. Michael to
celebrate Mass there.  Built along the same floor
plan as the church in Stebbins, the significant
difference was plumbing.  At St. Michael Church
I chatted at length with Rita, the parish
administrator, who has lovingly cared for the
church and community for many years.  I couldn’t
help but remember our first meeting 9 ½ years
earlier when she came to Nome for my
ordination.

On the 2nd of January 2010, with no
deadlines looming, I journeyed safely and
uneventfully back to Nome.  I was now into the
start of my 7th month as pastor, but, as of yet,
had not traveled to my remotest parish, St. Jude
on Little Diomede.  I had yet to look out the front

The Interior of St. Michael’s Catholic Church, in St. Michael, Alaska.
Photo by Deacon Paul Perreault,  P.V.P.
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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

door of the church and gaze across
the short three miles to the Russian
island, Big Diomede, just a stone’s
throw away, but on the other side of
the International Date Line.

Before I set foot in Nome on
the 1st of July 2009, Jamie had
called from Diomede to the churches
in both Nome and in Kotzebue.  She
had obtained a marriage license
from the state and had hoped to be
married already in March of 2009.
She wanted to know when I was
coming to Diomede so she could get
married.  With no priest in Nome
for the spring of 2009, her hopes
were pinned on my arrival.  Once I
began as pastor, I explained that I
would need to work with her and
her fiancée.  And once I had come
to Little Diomede to offer marriage
preparation, we could then discuss
setting a date for the wedding.

In early February of 2010, an
ice runway just off the coast of Little

Diomede made it possible for me to fly to the
island and offer the instruction in person.  Since
a priest had not been to Diomede for 14 months,
there was also a list of parents who wanted to
have their children baptized.  Nine baptisms and
one week of marriage instruction later, I was
prepared to leave the island and return to Nome
for Ash Wednesday and the start of Lent.

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

Diomede village, inhabited by 146 people
(2000 Census), clings to the western shore of
the island.  Some archeologists believe the
island to be at least 3000 years old.  Photo by
Sister Dorothy Giloley, S.S.J., in 2009.

A helicopter brings mail but no passengers to
Little Diomede. On a clear day, one can see
Russia’s Big Diomede Island, as in the
background here. On a foggy day, it is
invisible, and there is no traffic to or from
Little Diomede.


