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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.

End of Year Reflections
From Bishop Chad Zielinski

My Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ,
I greet you in this blessed Advent season. I 
hope my letter finds you in good health and 
spirits. In the interior of Alaska, Mother 
Nature took her time to click into winter, but 
life has settled into the rhythms and pace that 
makes life in the Far North so challenging 
and rewarding.
 As I prepared to write this letter, 
my mind kept circling around the word 
“paradox.” As Catholics we are no strangers 
to it. Our God is one, yet three. Christ is fully 
divine and fully human. The first shall be 
last, and the last, first. It is in dying that we 
are born to eternal life. 
 It is on this last phrase that my mind 
settled as the full implications of our recent 
loss of two priests in the diocese became 
clear. Before I discuss this Advent and 
Christmas seasons, I would like to reflect 
on both men because I, and so many others, 
feel their loss keenly.
 Fr. Nelson Marilag died unexpectedly 
September 20.  He said he wasn’t feeling 
well and retired to his room. Several hours 
later another priest discovered his body 
sitting in a chair in his room.  He was 55 
years old. Fr. Nelson was born, educated and 
formed as a priest in the Philippines. When 
he answered the call to be a missionary priest 
in the United States, he originally served in 
the Archdiocese of Anchorage, our sister 

Bishop Chad Zielinski 
and St. Marys Resident, 
Eva, attend a funeral 
ceremony for Fr. Ted 
Kestler, SJ, in October.
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diocese to our south. But, when Fr. Nelson heard our 
diocese needed a priest to serve Barrow, at the top of the 
world, he quickly volunteered. Four years ago he moved 
to our diocese. At the time of his passing he was Parochial 
Vicar of St. Raphael in Fairbanks and also served several 
parishes throughout the diocese, including St. Patrick 
Church, in Barrow. There the largely Filipino community 
was particularly saddened by his passing. 
 Fr. Nelson was a humble disciple of Christ, whose 
direct and compassionate approach to ministry earned 
him the love of the many people he served. In the days 
following his passing, we heard moving accounts about 
his caring and joyful nature by parishioners and his fellow 
priests. I know that I and others at St. Ignatius House, 
where several Fairbanks area priests reside, never heard 
him complain or express frustration.  He always had a 
smile and a dip of the head in humble greeting when he 
met you.
 Then, within three weeks, on October 12, Jesuit 
priest Fr. Theodore Kestler, S.J., died in a fire in the village 
of Chefornak. He was 72. The state medical examiner 
revealed Fr. Ted passed away from natural causes before 
the fire broke out in the rectory where he was staying. 
Though shocked at his passing, we were relieved he did 
not succumb to smoke or flame.
 Fr. Kestler had a long and illustrious ministry 
serving the people of the Yukon-Kuskokwim region. I 
presided at his funeral Mass at St. Marys. Following it, 
we heard story after story about his love and dedication to 
the Yup’ik people with whom he worked. Better than any 
words I could write, I would like to share a little of what 

his twin sister Mary Ann Kirkland offered in her eulogy.  
“…I have often thought from the start God had a plan 
for us.  From a very young age Ted wanted to be a priest.  
When other kids played army or baseball Ted played 
being a priest.  Back then the service was in Latin and 
he memorized the whole Mass… After his second year of 
college he entered the Jesuits. After many years of study 
he was ordained.  As you know he taught high school and 
college.  Teddy loved teaching and thought that would be 
his vocation. God had another plan, he was sent to Alaska 
to work in the interior…  The Jesuits brought him back 
to Gonzaga to help educate the young Jesuits.  He asked 
to return to Alaska to live and work in your villages.  For 
26 years he was home.  I wish I had the words to tell you 
how much he loved you all. Ted and I were very close. 
We shared our lives, but it was with you that he felt the 
spirit of God, your kindness to others, your sharing, your 
helpfulness, and your deep faith.  Ted would say, if only 
the rest of America could share your cultural values.  He 
always said, don’t worry about me the villagers watch out 
for me and I watch out for them.  
 The last few years Ted has not been well and he 
worried that he would not be able to stay with you.  I 
believe that Teddy will always be with you.  I feel his 
presence and it gives me peace.  He loved helping, 
teaching and sharing with you.  Teddy took a vow of 
poverty but whatever he had he shared with others.  He 
was my hero and I know he is at peace.  I want to thank 
you for helping him to have such a wonderful journey.”
 Fr. Ted displayed many of the earmark traits that 
have made the Society of Jesus a renowned missionary 

Fr. Nelson Rivera Marilag, a missionary 
priest in the Diocese of Fairbanks, died 
suddenly on Tuesday, September 20, 2016, 
at the Saint Ignatius Residence. He was 55 
years old.
 During his time in the Diocese of 
Fairbanks, Fr. Nelson was assigned as a 
visiting priest to Immaculate Conception 
Parish, in Kalskag; Holy Family Church, in 
Holy Cross; St. Patrick Church, in Barrow; 
St. Theresa Church, in Aniak; and Our 
Lady of Guadalupe Church, in Russian 
Mission. He was Parochial Vicar of St. 
Raphael Church and St. Mark's University 
Parish, in Fairbanks. He also assisted at 
Sacred Heart Cathedral and he served as 
the Chaplain for the Filipino Ministry and 
to the Fairbanks Correctional Center. 
 In this photo he celebrates Mass 
in Kotzebue.
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 I can almost hear Fr. Ted advising me that we really don’t 
know Jesus’s birthday. He might also remind me that there were 
other religious figures with birth dates on December 25.  Yet, I’m 
sure he would also tell me the wisdom of the Church is often 
found in its instinctive ability to adorn our redemptive story in the 
most arresting and vivid details. Magi, manger, star, shepherds, 
and angelic hosts – all these elements are assembled from two 

order. He was a noted scripture scholar, a sought-
after spiritual director and retreat leader. He was 
also a man of the people, adopting many of the 
customs of those he served.  As his sister observed, 
he loved the Yup’ik people and they loved him.
 On a personal note, I learned that 25 years 
ago Fr. Ted served as his order’s General Superior 
in Alaska.  This was at a time when the scores of 
priests in the diocese were almost all Jesuits. In 
fact, at one point he was not only General Superior 
but also the Superior for the St. Marys Jesuit 
community: a leader on two different levels. On 
top of those obligations, Fr. Ted had his pastoral 
duties in the Native Ministry Training Program. 
Because I never talked about those days with him, 
I think I missed an opportunity to learn from Fr. 
Ted some key points on prioritizing obligations. 
However, on reflection, I’m sure he would have 
said to put my trust in Jesus and serve the people. 
 As you can see, Frs. Ted and Nelson were 
remarkable men, remarkable servants. They could 
have chosen other places, easier, warmer, sunnier 
places in which to serve. They chose the Diocese 
of Fairbanks. Only 15 priests now remain in 
our 400,000-square-mile diocese. We have five 
religious sisters, and two religious brothers.  I 
can tell you, they are remarkable as well.  Indeed, 
this challenging and rewarding land demands 
nothing less than the remarkable in its servants. 
I am honored to be here with them.  And, while I 
am pleased to say we have three seminarians and 
we are extending invitations to those areas of the 
globe blessed with priests, I want to pay tribute 
now to the sacrifice and dedication of those who 
serve and who have served in our nation’s farthest 
north diocese. Frs. Nelson and Ted exemplified 
what it takes to put aside personal comfort and 
take up Christ’s cross.  We mourn their loss even 
as we celebrate their grace.
 And there it is again; there is the paradox. 
We mourn even as we celebrate.  And what could 
be more natural as Catholics? Our central Truth 
is the sacrificial God who exists across space and 
time.  Our triumphant King was a peasant, ill-
regarded by the learned, feared by those in power. 
What could be more fitting than we celebrate His 
birth at the darkest time of year?  The Prophet 
Isaiah told us, “The people who walked in darkness 
have seen a great light.” Isaiah 9:2

Father Ted Kestler, SJ, died on October 12. He was 72. At the time of 
his passing, Fr. Kestler was serving in the Yup'ik village of Chefornak 
with a population of just over 400. Located on the south bank of the 
Kinia River in the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta, it is about 98 air miles 
southwest of Bethel. He first arrived in Alaska in 1982. In 1985, Fr, 
Kestler was appointed rector and president of St. Michael’s Institute 
at Gonzaga University. All the while, however, his desire to return to 
Alaska continued undiminished. In 1990, he was appointed to serve 
as general superior of Jesuits in Alaska, which he did for nine years. 
In 1997, he became superior also of the St. Mary’s Jesuit community 
of approximately 10 priests serving in western Alaska. In addition, he 
worked with the Native Ministry Training Program, which equipped 
Alaska Natives to better know and share their Catholic faith, while 
remaining true to their traditional lifestyle. 
 “I am profoundly convinced,” he wrote, “that ‘seeds of the 
word,’ as the early Church Fathers and the Second Vatican referred to 
them, were already present in the life and customs of all indigenous 
peoples before missionaries actually arrived.”
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gospel birth narratives. But together we’ve woven them 
into the central truth: “I am the light of the world. Whoever 
follows me will not walk in darkness, but will have the 
Light of life.” John 8:12 
 I can tell you, in Fairbanks and other parts of the 
diocese, when Christmas Eve may only see a few hours 
of sunlight, we know in our bones what it is to hunger 
for the light. I can also tell you, as the Christmas season 
develops, we can actually sense the growing light. It is one 
of the aspects of life here that is so magical, along with 
the Northern Lights and nature’s austere beauty.  For this 
reason, I seem to feel more strongly the religious power 
of Advent and Christmas, in Alaska.  
 Speaking of anticipated light let me mention our 
new ministry, in which we are expecting great things. 
Inspired by the example of the Holy Father, we have 
launched the office of Faith and Family Formation. It 
draws on the example of the Vatican’s office for laity, 
family and life. Under the leadership of Fr. Robert Fath 
the Fairbanks office seeks to provide a comprehensive 
and unitive approach to religious education, young adult 
ministry and vocations. The first venture is for Fr. Robert to 
travel and meet with the various peoples and communities 
across the diocese. Given the catechetical challenges, not 
least finding culturally appropriate and useful approved 
material, Fr. Robert sees this first year very much as an 
opportunity to listen and learn.  That means he will be 
in the air, in small aircraft throughout the year. He will 
be joining with pastoral leaders and the faithful gauging 
needs and opportunities. Please keep Fr. Robert and all 
our ministers in your prayers.
 And let me conclude by wishing you a joyful 
and blessed Christmas season. Whatever venture we 
undertake, it wouldn’t be possible without the prayers 
and financial support of our benefactors. We are blessed 
to have you along on our ventures. This season seems to 
reunite families and offer opportunities to reach out to 
others. So, let me remind you to keep in touch with us. 
You are in my prayers.

Your Brother in Christ,

† Chad W. Zielinski
Catholic Bishop of Northern Alaska
Diocese of Fairbanks

The philosophy of the Office of Faith & Family 
Formation is based on the vision of our Holy 
Father, Pope Francis, in his encyclical Evangelium 
Gaudium (The Joy of the Gospel) and the post-
apostolic exhortation on the family, Amoris 
Laetitia (The Joy of Love). 

With the aid of regional coordinators and 
collaborators, the Office of Faith and Family 
Formation will coordinate support for catechetical 
and sacramental formation for individuals and 
families, from womb to tomb, using a whole 
family catechesis model that relies on the gifts 
and strengths found in diverse communities and 
cultures of the Diocese of Fairbanks, recognizing 
that each parish, community and region has unique 
needs. It will empower parents and extended family 
members to be the first and primary teachers of 
their children in the faith so that they can build  a 
strong  and  lasting relationship  with  Christ  and 
His  bride, the Church.

Besides supporting our new Seminarians, and 
serving as a support for catechesis material and 
training  for  the parishes,  Fr. Robert leads a monthly 
group for young adults called Feast and Faith.  The 
group  meets for dinner and conversation about 
vocations of the church, including  priesthood,  
single, married, and religious life.

Please pray for more vocations!

Announcing the Diocese of Fairbanks’
NEW Office of Faith & Family Formation

Led by Vocation Director

Fr. Robert Fath
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Dear Bishop Zielinski,       Date___________F01 S2016 05
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 people of Christ, in Alaska.  
Please accept this donation to your General Fund and use it where most needed.   
 
AMOUNT OF GIFT: $15______   $25_______  $50_____  $100_____  $250_____     Other$_______________

OUR LADY of the ARCTIC SNOWS TINY SAINTS CHARM $6 each (See below)
Qty___Amount Enclosed $______ 
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 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

Great Gifts for Family and Friends!

Thank you for your gifts that help maintain our Mission Programs!
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Missionary Diocese 
of Fairbanks:

(Northern Alaska)
410,000 Square Miles

  5 Urban Road Parishes
  4 Rural Road Parishes
  37 Non-Road Mission Parishes
  1 High School (Monroe)
  1 Elementary School 
 (Immaculate Conception)
  1497 Children Under Religious Instruction
  1 Native Ministry Training  Center

Served By:

1 Bishop
2 Brothers
15 Priests
5 Sisters
26 Deacons
Numerous Lay Ministers

8   FINANCIALLY
SELF-SUSTAINING 

PARISHES and
38  MISSION PARISHES

Thank you for 
your prayers for 
our Missionaries 
and our Mission 
churches.  In some 
of our areas, 
(not accessible 
by vehicle,) our 
parishioners wait 
6-8 weeks to 
celebrate Mass. We 
have only 15 priests 
to “cover” our 
46 parishes. Your 
generous support 
helps fund travel to 
these remote and 
costly areas.

~Thank you~
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