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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  www.dioceseoffairbanks.org

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.

+Father Louis L. Renner, SJ
Beloved Alaskan Missionary, Historian & Author

1926-2015
Thirteen years ago when Father Louis L. Renner, SJ, was 
reassigned to Gonzaga University, he asked me to pen his 
exiting Shepherd. I recall feeling very anxious, sure that 
my article would pale in comparison to the reality of this 
great Jesuit.   I collected notes from his autobiography and I 
conversed with those who knew him best.  Finally, I dotted 
the last sentence and headed off to Father Renner’s little 
windowless office to subject it to his scrutiny.  Now back at my 
chair, I waited intently for him to finish, hoping all the while 
for a “thumbs up” or a “roll the presses” as he was apt to say. 
Having performed his read-over, he returned the sheets to my 
desk.  “Well,” he stalled; “this” he said pointing at the article, 
“is a well-declared proposal for my canonization.  And, here I 
am still very much alive.”  Then, he handed the article to me 
with a, “Let’s try again.”  This, his humble way of telling me 
that he felt I had painted him in too bright a light.

That humility and sense of humor is something I will 
always remember about my dear friend and mentor Father 
Louis Renner, SJ. During his time as the Editor of The Alaskan 
Shepherd, a post he held from 1981 to 2002, he was well-
known for his kindness and his availability to past University 
students. He assisted tirelessly with every sort of paper, article, 
and thesis— he was the man to see if you had any construction 
of the written word to complete. 

He was punctual.  He arrived at the office at 4:00 
am and departed by 2:00 pm, at which time he would take a 
daily seven-mile walk.  It became common practice to call out 
our Father Renner “spottings” while entering donations and 
opening mail.  “I saw Father over by the University!” “Well, I 
saw him clear over on Farmer’s Loop!”  We would muse. He 
walked through every type of weather, and in the snow, he lined 
his boots, donning bread bags over his socks.  He worked hard, 
both mentally and physically. He often emptied the garbage for 
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the chancery staff.  When our boxes of calendars, envelopes, and 
Shepherds arrived, Father would unload them from the truck 
and stack them in our stockroom, in record time.  He loved 
celebrations.  When there was cake, Father would take two 
pieces—claiming the second piece for his guardian angel.  He 
was always cheerful.  At one point when one of the Shepherd 
staff was sweeping up a bit, Father jumped over the trash pile 
on his way to the kitchen.  Caught off guard by the jump, the 
staffer exclaimed, “Father! I can’t believe you jumped over the 
trash!” To which Father Renner replied, with a faux puzzled 
look on his face, “I couldn’t go under it.”  He loved to bid us 
goodbye on the last day of a month, when he would make a 
great production of yelling out, “See you next month!” And, of 
course, when the end of the year rolled around, it was always 
Father who was first to bid us, “See you next year.”  It usually 
caught us off guard as we wondered where he was going and 
how long he would be away.  

Father Renner was a perfect model of St. Francis of 
Assisi’s, well-known quote, “Preach the gospel at all times; 
when necessary, use words.” He rarely used words; his pen was 
a mighty tool for spreading the gospel and more precisely, the 
mission of Northern Alaska through its Missionaries and their 
efforts.  While he was being interviewed as part of the University 
of Alaska’s Oral History Project, in 1991,he told his interviewer, 
Marjorie Van Cleve, that, given his shy nature, “I would rather 
write a thousand words than speak a hundred.”  He wrote those 
“thousand” words, many times over, producing historical and 
edifying works about Catholic Alaska. 

In May of 2000, in a letter to his Father Provincial, in 
Oregon, he wrote, “I love Alaska. First set foot on this blessed 
soil in 1958. I have spent more years in Fairbanks than any 
other Jesuit or priest.  I have become thoroughly ‘Alaskanized.’ 
The ending of my four decades in Alaska seems like more than 
the ending of a fine summer day, so quickly, and pleasantly have 
they passed.  I plan to make the move to Spokane this coming 
June, --to write history that reflects my esteem and respect for 
things Catholic and Alaskan, as well as my esteem and respect 
for the traditional spiritualities and cultural values of Alaska’s 
Native peoples.”

His writing was poetic.  Benefactors write to me still 
about his “beautifully written” letters.  Each was written with 
such focus that you felt Father had your intentions and the 
day-to-day mundane happenings of your life, well accounted 
for in his daily Masses and prayers.  Father Renner was a gifted 
listener; he listened with his heart and his letters were proof of 
that. They were uplifting, inspiring, and (he would hate this 
flowery term) so lovely.

When Father Renner left Alaska in 2002, it was with 
the handicap of reduced hearing that would get progressively 
worse throughout the years.  He had become very good at lip 
reading. We maintained our friendship via email for the thirteen 
years after his departure from the vast land of Alaska, that he 
so greatly loved.  It was my great joy to share Shepherd articles 
with him upon completion and to receive back what he called 
his “nitpickings.”  I looked forward to his reply emails, what he 

called, “pongs” to my “pings.” And so it continued, our writing 
to one another, for many years and I would have thought many 
more, for Father Renner had told me that he came from a hearty 
stock of people.
 At the end of January 2015, I found myself traveling 
with my son, Andrew, to check out a few colleges in Washington.  
We were scheduled for tours at Saint Martin’s University, in 
Lacey, and at Gonzaga University, in Spokane—four hours 
away.  Andrew was excited, but I was beyond joyful at the idea 
of finally getting to see dear Father Renner, who was expecting 
us before our Gonzaga tour. When we met up with Father at the 
Jesuit Residence, I heard him before I saw him.  From around 
the corner from the chapel, down the residence corridor, Father 
yelled, “Paaaaaaaatty!” And then, as if in warning, he added, 
“I am an old man now!”  But, he looked wonderful to me in 
his flannel shirt and his still thick and wavy white hair.  He led 
us to a sitting room and assumed his listening position, which 
involved pushing his ears forward with his hands cupped, 
in an effort to try to increase the volume.  He started asking 
about family and chancery staff, recalling each person’s name, 
remembering their families, recalling special circumstances;  I 
answered each query as clearly and loudly as I was able.  I knew 
he was “hearing” me when he nodded his head and smiled, but 
occasionally the answers couldn’t be heard and Father would 
shake his head and lament, “hearing loss is a very big burden.”  
Still, we muddled through and he relayed that his appetite just 
was not existent.  He was drinking high caloric shakes as he 

Fr. Louis L. Renner, SJ, and Andrew Walter
Gonzaga University
February 1, 2015--Photo by Patty Walter
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was directed but there just wasn’t any desire to eat and as a 
result, he was feeling rather weak.  We took a few photos and 
Father gave us both blessings for travel, including blessings for 
college choices, asking Andrew, “Will you be a Saint Martin 
man or a Gonzaga man?”  Then, very reluctantly, we bid Father 
farewell and headed on to the main campus for our tour. I wiped 
away tears and tried to shake the sadness.  I couldn’t help but 
wonder if I would see him again in my lifetime.  Soon, we were 
completing the tour and meeting with Father Richard Case, SJ, 
once Chancellor to the Diocese of Fairbanks. He explained more 
about Father Renner’s illness and a recent fall Father had taken 
while walking.  He said he would check in on him when he said 
Mass at the Residence.  Father Case continued to send updates 
throughout February and March, and when Father Renner was 
moved into the infirmary too. Upon our return home, I sent 
Father the last Shepherd he would ever co-edit with me.  He 
wrote on February 2nd:
 Hi, dear Patty! The new Shepherd is on my desk.  Will 
receive my attention in the morning. Thank you for your very 
kind words regarding our visit of happy memories.   I truly 
enjoyed seeing you and Andrew again.  My greetings to Andrew! 
Still no appetite.  I hope the pill I am taking will help to improve 
it.  My energy level is quite low.   Appreciate your prayers.  God 
bless you and all your dear family. Father R
Father would write me often with constant encouragements 
to send him the latest article or piece I was working on, with 
urgings of, “I await the next Shepherd!  I am at your service!” 
So, it was a sad day, when on February 18th , I received this 
email from him:
 Dear Patty,  Am most grateful for your prayers.  Am 
feeling quite weak.  I pray all is well with you and dear ones.  
Probably will no longer be able to send you edits in the future.  
Greetings to your dear Mom. Blessings and loving best wishes, 
Father R 
Four days later, I received my last correspondence from Father 
Renner.  He wrote: No better.  We keep praying.   God bless 
you and all family.
Shortly after this email, Father Renner moved into the Infirmary 
and I received updates from Father Case. 
On March 6th, Father Case wrote:
 Patty,  He attended Mass yesterday.  He still fails 
to thrive.  The doctor ordered a scan of his bladder to see if 
any tumors were present.  I haven’t heard the results.  He has 
certainly lost a lot of weight and vigor.    I told him you are 
praying for him.  He said after Mass to tell you his prayers are 
for you.  That is all I can give in the way of news.--Dick
On March 17th, I received this email:
 Dear Patty,   This morning I visited Fr. Renner at about 
11:15 and he was wide-awake.  I could not hear him but after 
a while, we began to communicate on an elemental level.  He 
wanted to get his room key for upstairs and bring down some 
chocolate or anything sweet.  I checked with the nurse and she 
laughingly said, “He can have anything he wants to eat.”  I 
found a great horde of chocolate.  He even let me try one.  He 
is still weak but was a bit more lively this morning.  God bless 

you. --Dick
On March 19th, I received this email from Father Case:  
 Dear Patty,   This morning at Mass, one of the Jesuits 
prayed for Louie who took a turn for the worse this morning.  
Father Cochran got a call at 5:30 am to come over to the 
infirmary.  Louie has developed distinct rattle in his breathing.  
He is expected to die soon.  I just visited him and heard the 
rattle very clearly.  I prayed with him and blessed him.  I also 
prayed with you for him.  He is peaceful! Your friend, Dick
Then, on March 24th, (the same date, he had entered into the 
Society of Jesus, in 1944), I received this final email:
 Dear Patty, With a heavy heart, I write to say that Louie 
passed away at 7:20 am this morning the 24th.  He went quietly.  
I visited him yesterday.  He was not responsive, so I blessed 
him.  I was asked by the rector to preside at the funeral.  May 
he rest in peace. Your Friend.  Dick
 This news, though by now expected, was heartbreaking.  
I was extremely honored and touched when Bishop Chad 
Zielinski asked me to represent the Diocese of Fairbanks at his 
funeral Mass. I traveled back to Spokane that Saturday, the 28th, 
to attend.  My mother, Pat Welborn, who had worked for Father 
since 1988 and until his departure in 2002, accompanied me.  

On the occasion of the burial of Fr. Louis L. Renner, SJ, 
at Saint Michael’s Cemetery, in Spokane.  Pictured at the 
gravesite, on March 28, 2015, Back Row: Brian Partridge, 
Daniel Partridge, Pat Welborn, Patty Walter,  Reimer 
Douglas, Kathleen Douglas, Duncan McMillian, Len 
Renner (brother), Heather Riordon, Chelsie Arnold, Ed 
Cook, and Cindy Cook. Front Row: Fr. Richard Case, S.J., 
Joanne Renner (wife of Albert Renner, brother), Marty 
Renner (wife of Len Renner), Julie McMillian (sister), 
Cheryl Partridge (niece).
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it was immediately evident to me that “the Mount” and 
I seemed to have been made for one another…At Mount 
Saint Michael’s, as in Sheridan,(Oregon—where Father had 
entered the novitiate) domestic chores—setting and waiting on 
tables, washing dishes, doing general housekeeping, helping 
to harvest potatoes, working on the grounds—were also 
part of the daily routine.  Some of us had more demanding 
job assignments.  Shortly after my arrival at the Mount, I 
was assigned the role of “tombstone engraver.” This meant 
engraving key dates on headstones, upright slabs of marble, 
of recently deceased Jesuits buried in the Oregon Province 
cemetery at Mount Saint Michael’s.” 

As I stood on the sloped green of Mount Saint 
Michael’s Cemetery mourning the loss of its newest resident, 
I found myself recalling this passage from Father’s book and 
wondering which tombstones he had engraved. It seemed 
that even from the beginning of his life as a Religious, still 
in his early 20s, Father was called to the writing of historic 
moments.  Now, some 65 years or so later, he was taking his 
own place in the history of Jesuit missionaries—a great author, 
historian, and Jesuit.

I urge you to read more thoroughly of Father Renner’s 
life in his autobiography, A Kindly Providence and to read 
Alaskana Catholica—truly it is hard to tell which literary 
work is his magnum opus; one,the result of a long and holy 
life, well-lived, the other, the result of decades of writing and 
recording.  

What follows here is a brief summary of Father’s 
wonderful life.  I will miss him with every keystroke. I am 

grateful beyond words to have known such a saintly man. 
–Patty Walter

~The Life of Father Louis L. Renner, SJ~
 Louis Lawrence Renner, the second oldest of eight 
children, was born to John J. Renner and Rosa Gustin Renner 
on April 25, 1926, in St. Alexius Hospital in Bismarck, North 
Dakota.  In 1929, the family moved to Flasher and for the first 
four grades, from 1933-37, Louis attended a boarding school 
at nearby Fallon staffed by Benedictine Sisters.  There he 
first learned to speak English.  In 1937, principally because 
the Fallon school no longer admitted non-parishioners, but 
also because of the “dust bowl era” and its negative impact 
on farmers, the family moved to Tacoma, Washington.   For 
grades five and six, Louis was enrolled in Holy Rosary 
School, likewise staffed by Benedictine Sisters; and for grades 
seven and eight, in Sacred Heart School, staffed by Sisters of 
Providence.
  In the fall of 1941, Louis began to attend Tacoma’s 
Jesuit-staffed Bellarmine Preparatory.  This marked his first 
contact with Jesuits.  He took the customary courses leading 
to the classical diploma.  But, it was athletics, rather than 
academics, that mainly interested him.  As a sophomore, he 
was one of two sophomores earning varsity letters in football 
that year.  While at Bellarmine, he was a member of the 
school’s Quill and Scroll Club, a club for aspiring journalists, 
as well as a half-hearted member of Our Lady’s Sodality.  
For reasons unknown to him at the time, he found himself 
occasionally attending Mass in the faculty house chapel before 
morning classes.  

Fr. Louis L. Renner, SJ’s Ordination
June 15, 1957
St. Aloysius Church
Gonzaga University, Spokane
Jesuit Oregon Province Archives

 The visit, though sad 
considering the circumstances, 
was also joyful. We were able 
to finally meet Father Renner’s 
beautiful family and to share 
stories. On Saturday, March 
28th, in the Jesuit House Chapel, 
on the Gonzaga University 
campus, we gathered to pray 
the rosary.  It was beautifully 
led by many of Father’s fellow 
Jesuits and interspersed with 
memories of Father from 
friends and family.  The funeral 
Mass followed;  I was deeply 
touched and honored to be 
asked to read.  Following 
the Mass, I traveled with my 
mother and Father Case to 
Father Louis L. Renner’s final 
resting place, St. Michael’s 
Cemetery. Father wrote in 
his autobiography, A Kindly 
Providence: 
 Upon my arrival at 
Mount Saint Michael’s, (1948) 



The Alaskan Shepherd  Newsletter  Volume 53 Number   3                      May-July  2015         Page 5

 Throughout his seven years in Tacoma, 1937-44, Louis 
earned spending money for himself and the family at odd and 
part-time jobs such as selling magazines, picking berries, 
delivering newspapers, pedaling his bike as a Western Union 
messenger all over Tacoma, and stocking shelves in a Safeway 
store.  During two summers he worked in the lumberyard of 
the Northern Pacific Railway.  He spent the summer of 1943 
as a deckhand for the Foss Tug & Barge Company.  This was 
the one job he genuinely loved.  The sea, from the time he first 
read about it, always held a special attraction for him.  His last 
job before his entry into the Society of Jesus was that of a clerk 
in the parcel post section of Tacoma’s downtown post office.
 Reflecting on his call to the priesthood as a Jesuit in 
a homily delivered on the occasion of his golden jubilee as a 
Jesuit, Father Renner could still give no clear reasons for his 
having entered the Jesuits.  He had had no natural attraction 
to the Society, nor to the priesthood.  His parents had never 
talked to him about becoming a Religious or a priest.  While he 
had related positively to the Jesuits at Bellarmine and admired 
certain ones, none of them had so impressed him that he felt 
drawn to emulate them.  The school’s “Spiritual Father,” Joseph 
A. Lynch, SJ, alone had ever suggested to him that he “consider 
the higher life.”
 During Louis’ high school years, World War II was 
raging.  The military draft was in force.  Even though he was 
still only a junior, he would turn 18 on April 25, 1944, and so 
be subject to the draft.  Great turmoil filled his head and heart 
during the early weeks of 1944.  In February, he was inspired 
to see Father Lynch in hopes that he would put his mind at ease 
by assuring him that it would be in keeping with God’s will 

for him in the whole matter, if he were to go off to serve his 
country in the U.S. Navy.  Many years later, Louis still distinctly 
remembered telling Father Lynch twice:  “I get this strong urge 
to join the Navy.”  But, Father Lynch, being a wise judge of the 
case, suggested that Louis, instead, apply for admission to the 
Society of Jesus and, if accepted, enter the Jesuit novitiate at 
Sheridan, Oregon.  Throughout the rest of his life, Louis was 
deeply grateful for such sage guidance, and never forgot the 
profound peace that came over him the moment he first walked 
through the novitiate doors on March 24, 1944.  Immediately 
he was certain that Jesuit life was the only life for him.  Seeing 
no identifiable human motives at play for entering it, he could 
only conclude that his vocation to the priestly life as a Jesuit 
was truly a divine favor, a special gift of grace.
 Louis was a happy novice, adapting readily to all aspects 
of novitiate life, whether temporal or spiritual.  On March 25, 
1946, he pronounced the simple vows of poverty, chastity and 
obedience.  For his vow crucifix he was given the one that Father 
John B. Sifton, SJ, had left behind when he died at Hooper Bay, 
Alaska in 1940.  During the years 1946-48, Louis continued on 
at Sheridan studying the classics and humanities.  He also took 
summer school courses in French and German.
 In the late summer of 1948, Louis moved to Mount 
St. Michael’s, Spokane, Washington, for three years of 
philosophical studies.  Upon his introduction to philosophy, 
“It was,” in his own words, “a case of love at first sight.”  He 
chose philosophy for his major.  By the end of his third year, 
he had earned an M.A. degree in it.  While at “the Mount,” he 
had various non-academic assignments, among them that of 
tombstone engraver and “Villa Minister.”
 Louis had entered the Jesuits with hopes of one day 
serving on the Alaska Mission, had even corresponded with the 
Father General in Rome about those hopes.  However, during 
the years following his noviceship, he was drawn more to the 
academic life.  Soon after he began his philosophical studies, 
Alaska ceased to be on the horizon of his active interests.  
Accordingly, instead of being assigned to Holy Cross Mission 
for his teaching practicum, he was assigned to teach at Seattle 
Preparatory for the years 1951-54.  There he taught mainly 
Latin, English, and Religion.  He was also the “Property 
Room Manager.”  As such, he was responsible for the athletic 
equipment and accompanied the varsity teams at all their games.  
While at Seattle Preparatory, he organized the “Orphean Club,” 
a club for students interested in classical music, the arts, and 
chess.
 In the fall of 1954, Louis began his theological studies 
at Alma College, Los Gatos, California.  He was happy to be 
back full-time in studies, and on the final stretch of the road 
leading to the priesthood.  In St. Aloysius Church, Spokane, 
on June 15, 1957, he was ordained a priest by Bishop Bernard 
J. Topel.  Then he was again back at Alma for his final year 
of theology.  This he ended, having earned the Licentiate and 
Master of Sacred Theology degrees.
 During the summer of 1958, Father Renner served for 

Fr. Louis L. Renner, SJ’s, �rst Mass took place the day 
a�er his ordination, at Mount Saint Michael’s, in a 
classroom, transformed into a chapel.
Jesuit Oregon Province Archives  
1230-03
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six weeks at St. James Cathedral parish in Seattle as chaplain 
to the surrounding hospitals and as an assistant pastor.  At this 
time, his trunk was packed and addressed to Port Townsend, 
Washington, where he expected to make his tertianship during 
the year 1958-59.  But, a major, and very welcome, surprise 
awaited him.  On July 31st, Feast of St. Ignatius of Loyola, he 
learned that he had been assigned to teach at Monroe Catholic 
High School in Fairbanks, Alaska.  
 When Father Renner left Seattle for studies at Alma, he 
saw himself going on eventually to get some kind of advanced 
degree and then spending most of the rest of his life in the 
classroom. He no longer thought of Alaska as a likely field of 
future ministry.  However, around the mid-1950s, changes were 
taking place in Fairbanks that reawakened his desire to serve 
there.  Monroe opened in 1955.  Teaching there, along with being 
Newman Club chaplain at the University of Alaska-Fairbanks, 
would enable him to pursue academic interests and, at the same 
time, serve in Alaska.  The allure of Alaska had never left him.  
This was known to his Superiors.  
 By the third week of August 1958, Father Renner, on 
an Alaska Airlines DC-6 piston-engine plane, was on his way 
to Fairbanks.  The fact that the flight lasted almost eight hours 
made Alaska seem all the more remote, exotic to him.  During 
later years, he liked to remind people that he was already in 
Alaska, “back in territorial days, before statehood.”
 Father Renner found his two years at Monroe most 
happy, all-around satisfying ones.  He taught Religion, English, 
History and American Government, was Moderator of the 
Sodality, and “Spiritual Father” to the students.  He organized 
a music appreciation-chess club, helped out in Immaculate 
Conception parish, and was chaplain to the Catholic students 
at the UAF.  For his first Alaskan Christmas, he was in Seward; 
and for his first Easter, at the Suntrana coal mining camp 
near Healy.  He was moderator of Monroe’s first graduating 
class, that of 1959.  During the summer of 1959, he taught 
German in the Foreign Languages School held at Monroe.  
In August of that summer, he made his annual retreat at St. 
Mary’s Mission, Andreafsky; then, with Father René Astruc, 
SJ, boated downriver to spend nights at Hamilton, St. Michael, 
and Unalakleet.  He returned to Fairbanks via Nome.
 During the summer of 1960, Father Renner studied 
French at the Sorbonne University in Paris for six weeks.  He 
then made his ten-month tertianship at Paray-le-Monial, France.  
In the course of those ten months, he helped out at U.S. military 
bases in Germany and gave a three-day retreat in the small 
French village of Cogny.  
 Father Renner spent the summer of 1961 in Vienna, 
Austria, studying German at the university.  In October 1961, he 
began doctoral studies in philosophy at the Ludwig Maximilian 
University in Munich, Germany.  As his philosophical interests 
had all along been primarily in the field of ethics, he chose for the 
subject of his dissertation the moral philosophy of the Scottish 
philosopher Sir W.D. Ross.  During the summer of 1962, he 
was in Oxford, England, doing research in Oxford’s Bodleian 

Library and gathering books by Ross and on Ross-related 
writings.  By the 4th of July, 1965, with doctorate in hand, he 
was back in Alaska.    
 In the fall of 1965, Father Renner began his 15-year 
career as a member of the faculty at the University of Alaska-
Fairbanks.  He taught mostly German, but also a course in the 
humanities and courses in Latin.  It was he who introduced the 
university’s Latin program.  While teaching at the UA-F, he lived 
in an efficiency apartment a 15-minute walk from there.  On 
an improvised “altar”--a coffee table on top of the dresser--he 
daily offered morning Mass before going to teach.  No matter 
what the weather, he always walked to and from the university.  
During his four decades in Alaska, he never suffered frostbite.  
He knew how to respect and dress for the weather.  
 In June 1974, Father Renner spent eight days on King 
Island doing research for his proposed biography of Father 
Bellarmine Lafortune, SJ.  For the academic year 1975-76, the 
university granted him sabbatical leave to write the biography.  
This, his first book, Pioneer Missionary to the Bering Strait 
Eskimos:  Bellarmine Lafortune, SJ, written in collaboration 
with Dorothy Jean Ray, was published in 1979.
 In the summer of 1975, Father Renner accompanied 
Sister Judy Tralnes, C.SJP., and Sister Marie Teresa Boulet, 
O.P., to Little Diomede Island, when they went there to teach 

Fr. Louis L. Renner, SJ, showing his newly published book, 
Pioneer Missionary, to University of Alaska Fairbanks 
student Annina Salvango, in October, 1979.
--Photo by Ben Swan/�e Alaskan Shepherd Archives
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catechism.  He went also to do research for another planned 
biography, the life of Father Thomas P. Cunningham, SJ.  This, 
“Father Tom” of the Arctic, was published in 1985.  
 In the late 1970s, the Diocese of Fairbanks was looking 
for someone to head up the Alaskan Shepherd fundraising 
program.  This included also editing The Alaskan Shepherd.  
Father Renner, because of his familiarity with Alaska and his 
proven ability as a writer, was considered the logical choice.  
While he had been perfectly happy with his work at the 
University, he himself, after almost 15 years there, was ready for 
a change.  His career at the university ended on May 11, 1980, 
with his being appointed “Professor of German Emeritus.”  The 
document conferring emeritus status mentions his “commitment 
to his students,” and the fact that he “consistently provided 
quality instruction” and gave “generously of his time for 
counseling.”  His “sustained research,” too, is cited.
 Father Renner did not immediately take over the 
Alaskan Shepherd work.  From Father Edmund A. Anable, SJ, 
whom he was to replace, he received some on-the-job training.  
Then, history-minded and adventurous, and wanting to walk in 
the footsteps of the first Jesuit missionaries to enter Alaska, he, 
in late June 1980, in company of Fathers Francis E. Mueller, 
SJ, and Richard D. Tero, hiked the historic Chilkoot Trail.  On 
the return trip to Fairbanks, he and Father Mueller stopped off 
in Dawson to visit the grave of Father William H. Judge, SJ, 
“the saint of Dawson,” and the Klondike gold fields.  
  Father Renner spent a good part of August and most of 
September 1980 living in a tent in the woods and helping with 
the building of the new church at Healy.  In October, he was in 
Kaltag for a week to help Father James A. Sebesta, SJ, lay in a 
supply of firewood for the winter.  
 After spending a mini-sabbatical at Gonzaga University 
in Spokane, Father Renner, in September 1981, took over as 
director of the Alaskan Shepherd program.  In October, he was 

in Barrow for a weekend, filling-in for Father Mueller.  The 
latter part of 1981 and the first two days of 1982 saw him at 
Alakanuk and Nunam Iqua, where he provided all the priestly 
services from Christmas Eve to New Year’s Day inclusive.  
From July 1-12, 1982, he was at Chevak, replacing the pastor 
there and helping move building supplies from the riverbank 
landing to the construction site of the new church.  In 1983, he 
was at Holy Cross for Holy Week and Easter. 

At the end of July 1983, Father Renner, while continuing 
on as director of the Alaskan Shepherd program, began serving 
as “visiting priest” to Ruby, commuting there from Fairbanks 
about every third week.        

The year 1984 was one of special highlights for Father 
Renner.  In March, he attended the initial Diocesan Planning 
meeting at St. Mary’s, giving a slide presentation on the history 
of the Church in Alaska.  On May 1st, in Sacred Heart Cathedral, 
Fairbanks, he was part of the ceremonies at which Michael J. 
Kaniecki, SJ, was ordained a bishop.  The following day he was 
at the Fairbanks International Airport, when Pope John Paul II 
and President Ronald Reagan spent a number of hours there.  
He had been part of the Papal Visit Planning Committee.  On 
June 29th, he stood solo on top of the Seward Peninsula’s highest 
peak, 4,714-foot Mt. Osborne.  On the 30th, he hiked into the 
abandoned Pilgrim Hot Springs Mission, being the last one to 

Jesuit Oregon Province Archives
1230-08

Fr. Louis L. Renner, SJ, all set to hike the Chilkoot Trail, 
June 23, 1980.
--�e Alaskan Shepherd Archives
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ministry, volunteered; and, for three years, took his 
monthly turn.  Generally, he was accompanied by Mary 
Therese Burik.    
 On June 6, 1995, a grateful Bishop Kaniecki 
wrote to Father Renner:  “Louie, I can’t praise you 
enough for the fine work you do in the Shepherd 
Office.  Your articles are superb, and I think our reading 
audience justly recognizes that.  Thanks for a superb 
job, and all the support you have given me.” 
 The Great and Sacred Jubilee Year of Our 
Lord 2000 brought with it events of major importance 
for Father Renner and the Diocese of Fairbanks.  On 
April 14th, he concelebrated at the Mass offered on the 
occasion of the dedication of the Catholic Schools’ new 
Holy Family Chapel.  On May 1st, he wrote a lengthy 
letter to his Father Provincial, Robert E. Grimm, 
SJ, about the possibility of his eventually moving to 
Gonzaga University with a view to writing a history of 
the Catholic Church in Alaska.  On August 6th, he learned 
of the sudden death of Bishop Kaniecki.  Very busy days 
followed upon this.  And, all the while, preparations for 
the Jubilee 2000 celebrations, scheduled to take place in 
Fairbanks’ Carlson Center the last weekend in August, 
were underway.  A major photo exhibit was planned.  
Father Renner was responsible for selecting photos 
of all the churches in the Diocese of Fairbanks and of 
all the men who had held positions of ecclesiastical 
authority in the diocese, as well as for writing suitable 
captions.  November 2nd was truly a red-letter day in 
his life.  Before the day was out, he had in hand one of 
the five copies of the Koyukon Athabaskan Dictionary 
to reach Fairbanks.  As “Editorial and Bibliographical 
Consultant” and author of the biographical sketch of 
Father Julius Jetté, SJ, printed in the dictionary, he had 
invested much time and effort in that monumental work. 

hike over a stretch of tundra to get there.  The road all the way in to the 
mission was completed a short time later.
  Other years, too, had their highlights.  In April 1985, he attended 
the traditional Koyukon Athabaskan mortuary feast, the “stickdance,” in 
Kaltag.  In June 1986, as part of a group that included Fathers Mueller 
and Tero, he rubber-rafted for four days down the Copper River from 
Chitina to near Cordova.          
 From August 1987 to June 1992, Father Renner was visiting 
priest to Tanana.  In 1992, wanting more time for writing, he expressed 
his wish to be freed of the Tanana assignment.  His wish was granted.  
For the next decade, however, he was frequently back on the Yukon, 
mostly in Ruby for Christmas, Holy Week, and Easter services.    
 In June 1989, Father Renner spent several weeks camping 
on the banks of the Nushagak River, a few miles downstream from 
Dillingham.  This marked the beginning 
of a series of annual “working vacations” 
that lasted until the year 2001 inclusive.   
(He missed the Dillingham outing only 
in 1994, the year he celebrated his golden 
jubilee as a Jesuit.)  He was there to help 
his long-time Alaskan friends--Richard 
and Gisela Dykema, both of whom, along 
with  two of their daughters, had been in his 
German classes at the University of Alaska-
Fairbanks--set up fish-camp and set-net fish 
for the king and sockeye salmon that put 
Dillingham on the map as one of the world’s 
foremost fisheries. 
 In the fall of 1993, it was made 
known that priests were needed to do prison 
ministry in the Fairbanks Correctional 
Center.  Father Renner, though he did not 
consider himself “a natural” for prison 

Jesuit Oregon Province Archives
1974-- 556.7.02

Fr. Louis L. Renner, SJ, praying before the statue of Christ the 
King, on King Island, June 23, 1974.�e village of Ukivok is 
visible in  the background.  
--Photo by Hubert Kokuluk/�e Alaskan Shepherd Archives
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A Kindly Providence
An Alaskan Missionary’s Story

Concerning the autobiography, they wrote:—
“…written very vividly, clearly, and sincerely in a quietly engaging style.” 

--David J. Leigh, SJ, author of CIRCUITOUS JOURNEYS:  
Modern Spiritual Autobiographies

“A �ne and complete record of a full and fascinating life.” 
--Brad R. Reynolds, SJ, writer and photographer

 “Your Autobiography is very, very good. In reading it, people will have the experience of being 
right there where you are at the time. Chapter One is beautiful. It is an American classic, in itself.” 

--Margaret Cantwell, SSA, author of North to Share: �e Sisters of Saint Ann in Alaska and the Yukon Territory

Fragmentary quotes from the autobiography weave an intriguing tapestry:—
“As I was standing on top of Little Diomede Island in Bering Strait, the sight of the Siberian mainland 
warmed my heart….Just inches from my head, he le� a 2-inch deep hoof print….but that was wartime….
and Christmas 1943 was the most di�cult Christmas of my entire life….the storm in my soul was hushed 
to a gentle breeze….the desire for the Alaskan missions….‘�ou art a priest forever’….an old, two-bladed 
pocketknife….On that day, one of the major surprises of my life awaited me….that solo drive....surrounded on 
all sides, as well as top and bottom, by absolutely nothing other than black coal….disembarked at Plymouth…
we spoke ‘Frenglish’….longest, hardest, sweatiest day of my priesthood….talk about entering Vienna ‘in 
style!’….Mass in the submarine US Quillback....alone, in the presence of the head man of the Archdiocese 
of Munich-Freising....the Scavi, the catacombs under St. Peter’s….so, smuggling a cruci�x out of East Berlin 
could be a bit risky….I rarely in my whole life felt so utterly relaxed, so totally at ease, so grateful….when 
Libby Riddles won the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog race….on King Island….Solemn Profession….�erefore be it 
resolved….most consoling of all my priestly Christmas seasons….well up the Chilkoot Trail….a very rude 
awakening….a Ruby in my life….Pope John Paul II and Pres. Reagan….And a challenge it proved to be!....
the very summit of old Oz himself…..when in walks Father General….‘And Gaawd bless you too, Faawther!’
….stickdance….the slap of a slimy �shtail in my face….got down to minus 76….Yet another case of mixing 
the useful with the pleasant….Up comes the stern. And, up comes—the kid’s breakfast….end of a wonderful 
2,327-mile trip!...But then I thought to myself, ‘Oh, what the hell! Why not?’….Koyukon Athabaskan 
Dictionary....not a ‘natural’ for prison ministry….a grizzly parading her two cubs past our camp….le� a big hole 
in my personal life….the Dempster Highway….little foxes running around on my tent platform….‘�e Great 
and Sacred Jubilee Year of Our Lord 2000’….Vice President of the United States, �e Honorable Richard B. 
Cheney….proved to be a fairly accurate prophecy…ALASKANA CATHOLICA…. the same kindly Providence.”
 A Kindly Providence is a comprehensive and richly illustrated autobiography. Fr. Louis L. Renner, S.J., a 
dedicated missionary in Alaska for 40 years, tells a compelling story of a full and fascinating life of service to the people 
and the Church in northern Alaska, a great land of natural beauties, challenging elements, and vast wilderness regions.
Beautifully, Fr. Renner interweaves the everyday lives of the people and the Church as he experienced 
them �rst hand as a scholar, a teacher, a “bush missionary,” and ever the Jesuit priest. In the course 
of his long years in Alaska, among other ministries, he taught German and Latin at the University of 
Alaska Fairbanks, edited the Catholic newsletter �e Alaskan Shepherd, and had the pastoral care of 
two di�erent Indian villages on the middle Yukon River. For his scholarly writings, Tony Knowles, the 
governor of Alaska presented him with the “2002 Governor’s Award for Friend of the Humanities.”

A Kindly Providence, in so�cover, spans 583 pages including some 80  illustrations.



Dear Bishop Zielinski,       Date___________F01 S2015 03
I want to help you and the  missionaries ministering in Northern Alaska to bring the Mass, the 
Sacraments, religious education, and training to the widely-scattered Indian and Eskimo people of 
Christ.  Please accept this donation to your General Fund and use it where most needed.    
AMOUNT OF GIFT: $15______   $25_______  $50_____  $100_____  $250_____     Other$____________
Name__________________________StreetNo.____________________________________
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 IT APPEARS ON CREDIT CARD: _________________________________
TYPE OF CARD (Visa, Master Card or Discover Cards only): VISA___     MASTER CARD___     DISCOVER___          
One Time Only:(  )      Monthly:(  )      Quarterly:(  )      Twice A Year: (  )    Annually:(  )
CREDIT CARD NUMBER: (Strictly confidential): ______________________________________________________
EXP  DATE:_________PHONE:____________________EMAIL:___________________________________
SIGNATURE: _______________________________________________________

CATHOLIC BISHOP OF NORTHERN ALASKA/CBNA 1312 PEGER ROAD*FAIRBANKS, AK*99709
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A purchase of one of the books featured above helps to alleviate expenses
 in the Missionary Diocese of Fairbanks.

Yes, please send ____copy(ies) of 
 ____ALASKANA CATHOLICA, A History of the Catholic Church in Alaska, 
Written By Fr. Louis L. Renner, S.J.--I am enclosing $85.00 for each book. F92

 ____A KINDLY PROVIDENCE, An Alaskan Missionary’s Story, 
Written By Fr. Louis L. Renner, S.J. --I am  enclosing $35.00 for each book. F921

NAME AS IT APPEARS ON CREDIT CARD: _________________________________
TYPE OF CARD (Visa, Master Card or Discover Cards only): VISA___     MASTER CARD___     DISCOVER___          
One Time Only:(  )      Monthly:(  )      Quarterly:(  )      Twice A Year: (  )    Annually:(  )
CREDIT CARD NUMBER: (Strictly confidential): ______________________________________________________
EXP  DATE:_________PHONE:____________________EMAIL:___________________________________
SIGNATURE: _______________________________________________________

CATHOLIC BISHOP OF NORTHERN ALASKA/CBNA 1312 PEGER ROAD*FAIRBANKS, AK*99709

$85
$35

�ese books make wonderful gi�s.  
Each purchase helps raise funds to assist the Missions of Northern Alaska. Your first 

class 49¢ 
stamp 

donations 
are greatly 

appreciated.
A Kindly Providence, 
in softcover, spans 583 

pages including some 80  
illustrations.

A l a s k a n a  C a t h o l i c a ,  i n 
hardcover, spans 702 pages 
including close to 400 images.

Less t
han 200 

copies on hand!

Less t
han 470 

copies on hand!



The Alaskan Shepherd  Newsletter Volume 53 Number   3                      May-July  2015       Page  11

will find themselves accompanying the author, as he 
hikes the historic Chilkoot Trail, travels with Eskimos 
in their skin boats to King Island and Little Diomede 
Island in Bering Strait, flies countless hours in small 
planes to various Alaskan “bush” villages, drives the 
wilderness roads of the North, solo climbs the highest 
peak on the Seward Peninsula, rubber rafts the Copper 
River from Chitina to Cordova, goes on sheep hunts in 
the high country, and fishes commercially for salmon in 
Bristol Bay. The adventures, especially, are so written 
up, as to give the reader a sense of actually being a 
part of a given adventure. St. Therese, the patroness of 
the Alaska missions, wrote her Story of a Soul. While 
A Kindly Providence does have much of soul in it, it, 
being an Alaskan missionary’s story, has also much of 
adventure in it.”
  The year 2015 found Father Renner in residence 
at Gonzaga University where he continued to contribute 
to The Alaskan Shepherd newsletter by assisting with 
articles, editorial input, and archive photos.  Early 
that year he began to experience a loss of appetite and 
general weakness.  He was admitted to the Gonzaga 
Infirmary in March, and passed away peacefully on 
March 24, 2015.  An extraordinarily gifted priest and 
missionary, he will be long remembered by Alaskan 
Catholics for his historical contribution by writing of 
and about the missions and missionaries of Alaska.  

~Rest in peace Father Renner~life:  to fulfill God’s plan for me.  My whole life has consisted in offering 
myself totally—bodily, mentally and spiritually—to the will of God.  I 
have no plan for myself.  I have only tried to do what God wanted of me.”  
 On Saturday morning, June 8, 2002, Father Renner took a last, 
slow, nostalgic walk up to the University of Alaska-Fairbanks campus.  
Late in the evening of the following day, Father Joseph E. Laudwein, SJ, 
drove him to the Fairbanks airport; and, by early Monday morning, June 
10th, Father Renner was in Jesuit House at Gonzaga University.  He was 
now out of Alaska--but Alaska was not out of him.  At first, he missed it 
intensely, even to the point of ache.  However, he soon got settled in at 
Gonzaga and on with the writing.  
 In September 2002, Father Renner received a letter from the Alaska 
Humanities Forum informing him that he had been “selected to receive the 
Governor’s Award for Friends of the Humanities, awarded to that individual 
who has advanced the humanities through life-long efforts.”  The award 
was presented by Alaska’s Governor, Tony Knowles, at a public ceremony 
held in Anchorage on October 25th.  Father Richard D. Case, SJ, accepted 
the award on Father Renner’s behalf.
 In 2005, in his Preface to his book,  Alaskana Catholica—a volume 
of over 700 pages, richly illustrated— Father wrote: “One of the main intents 
of this volume 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. In 2008, Father 
Renner had published his final book, A Kindly Providence: An Alaskan 
Missionary’s Story. In an interview with Ignatius Insight in 2008, Father 
Renner said this of his autobiography: “Alaska and genuine adventure 
are virtually inseparable. Reading through A Kindly Providence, readers 

Fr. Louis L. Renner, SJ, in the Carlson 
Center, Fairbanks, August 27, 2000, about to 
concelebrate at the Jubilee 2000 Mass.
--�e Alaskan Shepherd Archives

The Alaskan Shepherd Archives

 With the dawning 
of the Year of Our Lord 
2002, dawned a year that 
was to bring about a major 
change in the life of Father 
Renner.  By the end of 
February, he had received 
a letter from Father Grimm 
informing him:  “Now is 
the time to take up a new 
mission.  On behalf of the 
Society, I mission you to 
a ministry of scholarship.  
I mission you to continue 
your work writing a history 
of the Catholic Church in 
Alaska and ask you to go to 
Gonzaga University Jesuit 
Community as a scholar in 
residence to carry out this 
ministry.”
 In an article about 
Father Renner that appeared 
in the April 29, 2002, issue 
of the Fairbanks Daily 
News-Miner, Father Renner 
is quoted as saying:  “I have 
had but one desire in my 
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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 Chad W. Zielinski

I, for my part, am already
poured out like a libation.

�e time for my 
dissolution has come.

I have fought the good �ght;
I have �nished the race;

I have kept the faith;
From now on, 

a merited crown is mine. 
�e Lord, just judge that He is,

has awarded it to me.
2 Timothy 4:6-8

Fr. Louis L. Renner, SJ
Born

April 25, 1926
Bismarck, North Dakota

Entered the Society of Jesus
March 24, 1944

Sheridan, Oregon
Ordained

June 15, 1957
Spokane, Washington

Died
March 24, 2015

Spokane, Washington

From 1987 to 2002, Father Renner walked innumerable 
times a nameless path through the woods between the 
Jesuit House and the chancery building.  On April 25, 
2002, the pathway was named “RENNER WAY” in 
honor of him.
Photo by Patty Walter/�e Alaskan Shepherd Archives




