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Special Masses are offered throughout the year for 
you and your intentions by our Missionary Priests. 
Please pray that God may bless us and our work.

Sister Josephine Aloralrea, OSU
The Bond of Charity

When Saint Angela Merici penned those words almost 
five hundred years ago, the founder of the Ursuline Sisters 
could not know they would be echoed by an Alaska Native 
member of her order. But when discussing her ministry 
of serving women of Alaska’s Yukon Kuskokwim Delta, 
Sr. Josephine Aloralrea, OSU, instinctively recited Saint 
Angela’s final counsel to her co-religious. 

“Originally, the lay women and Saint Angela 
lived in their homes and neighborhoods,” Sr. Josephine 
explained. “The women were not cloistered, but still lived 
as consecrated women.” 

To hear Sr. Josephine talk about her ministry you 
would think St. Angela and she were partners in serving 
the women in the Y-K Delta. And, Sr. Josephine does see 
a deep connection linking the great souls of Catholic 
spirituality, especially those gifted with a contemplative 
spirit, to traditional Native wisdom. 

She explains that Alaska Native peoples were 
taught to treat everything with reverence; all things are 
touched by the hand of the Creator, and thus owed respect. 
She remembers her mother directing her to pick up the 
shavings of wood as an act of respect.  Picking up the 
shavings helped encourage a pathway of living respectfully 
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Be bound to one another by the bond of charity, 
esteeming each other, helping each other, 

bearing with each other in Jesus Christ. 
For if you strive to be like this, without any doubt, 

the Lord God will be in your midst.
-Saint Angela Merici from Counsels

 Sister Josephine Aloralrea, OSU, has been part of the 
Nunamta Yup’ik Singers and Dance group since 1991. 

--Photo By Brian Adams Photography/Series I AM INUIT 2016
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and mindfully. “We have lost some of those teachings 
that are very sacred to us. That’s why I think my work 
is important, to make that connection between the 
Catholic teaching and our Native wisdom tradition,” 
Sr. Josephine explains. “We need those two to reinforce 
one another.”

In many ways, Sr. Josephine’s life reflects this 
intimate bond between Catholic teaching and Alaska 
Native wisdom. She and her twin sister were born in 
a traditional sod house 10 miles south of Chevak, in 
the community of Kashunuk. There was something 
remarkable about the birth of Sr. Josephine and her 
sister Elizabeth: though twins, they do not share the 
same birthdate. Elizabeth was born on one side of 
midnight, on December 27, Josephine on the other 
side, on December 28. 

Her mother and father were ardent Catholics. 
Josephine’s father Andrew served as guide to some 
of the early Catholic missionaries who entered the 
region. He also combined Catholic and traditional 
Native values in meeting the challenges facing his 
community. Being an orphan himself, Andrew took 
seriously the Native custom of taking young men who 
had lost their parents under his wing, teaching them 
how to hunt and fish.  His respect of Native practices 
also found reflection in Andrew’s role as a traditional 
dance leader. 

Sr. Josephine has followed in his footsteps, 

as it were. No matter where 
she has served, she has 
found a group with which 
she can practice traditional 
Native dance. She says dance 
is a form of prayer. “It is a 
spiritual way to connect with 
the creator. It’s like a psalm,” 
she explains. 

The expression of 
her spirituality in dance led 
Sr. Josephine in unexpected 
directions. In 1991, while 
working and studying in the 
San Francisco Bay Area, Sr. 
Josephine joined the Nunamta 
Yup’ik/Eskimo Dance Troupe. 
With the company, she toured 

California Universities and even performed in 
Australia. Perhaps most impressively, she danced 
at the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts and 
the Library of Congress. She sees her dancing as an 
integral aspect of her spirituality, once telling Fr. Louis 
L. Renner, SJ, in Alaskana Catholica: “My experience 
with Nunamta has diversified my identity as a member 
of the Roman Union of Ursuline Sisters.” 

Of course, dance was not the only tradition 
Sr. Josephine learned from her parents. Her mother 
Juliana passed along knowledge of traditional Native 
subsistence activities. Juliana was also a natural 
storyteller. Sr. Josephine remembers her mother 
sharing stories from scripture, Native tradition, family 
lore and even some Grimm fairytales that had been 
translated into Cup’ik.

Reflecting on her early childhood, Sr. Josephine 
recalls, “We just kind of lived on the tundra as children. 
We would play by the riverbank. There was berry 
collecting, gathering greens and cleaning fish. ”

Along with her extended family, consisting 
of siblings, aunties and uncles, nieces, nephews and 
cousins, Sr. Josephine recalls moving from seasonal 
camp to seasonal camp when she was young. As Fr. 
Louis Renner, SJ, writes in Alaskana Catholica, it was 
on such a trip that providence interceded:

One summer, the mission boat, the St. Patrick, 
skippered by Father John J. Wood, SJ, came to their fish 
camp and brought her family to their berry camp in Old 
Chevak.  On board were Ursuline Sisters and members 
of the Native Sisterhood, the Oblates of Our Lady of the 

On the left:  Andrew Aloralrea (Angkellegneq), father 
of Sr. Josephine, drumming in Hooper Bay, in 1946. 
--Photo courtesy of Sr. Josephine Aloralrea, OSU
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school in Chevak. Later, she went to St. Mary’s Mission 
High School. The school would figure in her future 
once she had become a sister, and taught there.

As Fr. Renner recounts in Alaskana Catholica, 
it was at St. Mary’s where Sr. Josephine’s vocation was 
sealed.

 During her last years at St. Mary’s, Josephine 
read two books that had “a lasting impact” on her 
life:  Thomas Merton’s No Man Is an Island, and 
St. Teresa of Avila’s Interior Castle.  Both books 
expanded her “sense of God.”  She was moved by 
how the two spoke about God as one very much 
involved in their lives.  It was at this time that 
she first became interested in Religious life and 
consulted a priest about it.  He told her, “It is 
between God and you...”  One day, in the sacristy 
of the school chapel, Josephine comforted a young 
girl student from Kaltag, who was crying because 
she felt misunderstood by the Sister in charge of 
her dorm.  On that occasion, the thought of making 
a difference in the lives of young Alaskan Native 
women entered Josephine’s mind.  

Not only would Sr. Josephine enter the Ursuline 
order, the first and only Cup’ik woman to do so, but 
her vocation marked her additional calling to bridge 
Native and Catholic spirituality in the service to Alaska 
Native women. 

She was accepted as a postulant into the 
Western Province of the Ursuline Sisters of the 
Roman Union in 1969. She began her studies in Santa 

Snow, from St. Mary’s Mission on the Andreafsky River.  
Years later, Josephine remembered how the Sisters 
prayed at the cemetery and put ripe salmonberries on 
plates that had been left on graves and how impressed 
she was by the manner in which the Sisters related to 
her family in a gentle and lighthearted way.  

It was also at one of these seasonal camps 
where Sr. Josephine almost drowned. 

“When my twin sister and I were toddlers we 
were in berry camp,” she recounts. “My older brother 
happened to be there. My sister started calling out 
in distress and the women looked and I was floating 
on the surface of the lake. My older brother took a 
grappling hook the men used for seal hunting. It was 
on a long pole and that’s what he used to save me.”

It wasn’t the only close shave she can recall. 
A friend also almost drowned on another occasion. 
And Josephine’s mother shared a story about a time 
Andrew broke through river ice and would have died 
if his dogs hadn’t managed to drag him to safety.  

Nor was a subsistence lifestyle the only 
potentially life-threatening challenge Alaska Natives 
faced. Since first contact with non-Natives, diseases 
periodically swept through Native communities, at 
times claiming whole villages. The pathogens included 
measles, whooping cough, diphtheria, mumps, and 
polio. The Great Flu Pandemic of 1918 hit Alaska 
Native communities especially hard. As a Jesuit 
missionary priest in Nome wrote, “… the Natives were 
simply mowed down.” The orphanages quickly filled 
with children. 

Without a doubt, tuberculous has proven to be 
one of the most pernicious and persistent diseases 
in Alaska. An outbreak was reported as recently as 
three years ago in the Y-K Delta. And, a 1940 survey 
revealed nearly three quarters of the children in the 
Y-K Delta tested positive for TB. It was a disease that 
would claim Andrew Aloralrea’s life. Josephine’s 
father died far from the family in a sanatorium in Sitka, 
Alaska in 1958.  In the summer of 2000, Sr. Josephine 
was grateful when she was given an opportunity to 
accompany her father’s remains, to Chevak, for a 
proper burial.  At the time, she was serving in the 
Diocese of Juneau and so found her ability to travel to 
the village of Chevak a blessing, indeed providential.

Reflecting on her father’s passing, years ago, Sr. 
Josephine recalls, “We were cared for by our extended 
family.” At that time, like most Alaska Native children, 
Sr. Josephine attended a Bureau of Indian Affairs 

Sister Josephine Aloralrea, OSU, is pictured here with her 
brother Gregory Aloralrea and her cousin Sam Moses, 
at St. Mary’s Mission Boarding School on the Andreafsky 
River. --Photo courtesy of Sr. Josephine Aloralrea, OSU
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Rosa California. Finding herself in a large urban 
environment was unsettling she admits. However, 
she persevered and in 1970, she received her 
Ursuline habit and began her novitiate. She made her 
temporary profession as a Religious in 1972, and her 
final vows in 1979.   

As a postulant, Sr. Josephine saw her training 
divided between traditional formation in California 
and service in the Y-K Delta. In the Y-K Delta, she 
found the warmth of Yup’ik hospitality; in California, 
she academically studied theology, Church history, 
but also contemporary Catholic authors. Both would 
play key aspects to eventual work. She received her 
B.A. Degree in 1976, and went on to earn a Master’s 
Degree in 1994, from University of San Francisco. 
Around that time she participated in a seminar 
entitled “Development and Self Determination 
among the Indigenous Peoples of the North,” an 
educational summit in Girdwood, that was sponsored 
by University of Alaska.

Over the years, Sr. Josephine worked in various 
roles in both California and Alaska, serving in social 
work, teaching and as a Native spiritual leader. Before 
joining the Catholic Diocese of Fairbanks, she served 
as parish administrator in the southeast Alaska town 
of Yakutat, in the Diocese of Juneau. When she came to 
Fairbanks, she found her responsibilities split. Part of 
her time was in the Office of Divine Worship, planning 
liturgies at the cathedral. The other part of her time 
was in the Office of Urban Native Ministry, offering 

support and encouragement to the many Catholic 
Alaska Natives from across the diocese who now call 
Fairbanks home. 

Then, two years ago, following his ordination 
and installation as the new bishop of the Diocese of 
Fairbanks, Bishop Zielinski met with Sr. Josephine 
and began to discern that her ministry might lead 
her back to the Y-K Delta region. “When she spoke of 
spiritually supporting and empowering the women 
of the Y-K Delta, she had such clarity of purpose and 
zeal,” he says.  

In the meantime, in his travels Bishop Zielinski 
also identified how many women of the region served 
as parish administrators, Eucharistic Ministers and 

catechists. Early in 2016, with financial help from the 
Black and Indian Mission, Bishop Zielinski appointed 
Sr. Josephine to a discipleship and prayer ministry 
in the Y-K Delta. In consultation with the Regional 
Coordinator Sr. Kathy Radich, OSF, and Adult Faith 
Formation Director Pat Tam, Sr. Josephine identified 
four villages in which to start her work: Kotlik, 
Emmonak, St. Marys and Chevak.

According to Nita Rearden, a key member 
of her group, Sr. Josephine first meets with parish 
women to identify needs and directions. 

“The list of women involved increases as she 
travels to the villages and meets with them. The 
meetings led by Sister Josephine were successful 
in that she presented her mission through the bible 
stories of women to connect to the culture, listened to 
the problems women faced living in the villages, and 

 Sr. Josephine pictured with her mother Juliana 
and her twin sister Elizabeth Fermoyle. 
--Photo courtesy of Sr. Josephine Aloralrea, OSU

Sisters James McLaughlin, Monique Vaernewyck, Maria 
Clarys, Scholastics Longen, Thecula Battisa, Lucy Daly, 
Cyril Tohms, Josephine Aloralrea, Pat Ellesch, and 
Cecelia Seymour at St. Marys Mission, in the early 70s. 
--Photo courtesy of Sr. Josephine Aloralrea, OSU
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NOVENA OF GRACE
 Each year during the month of March, a Novena is offered for you, our 
benefactors, and for your petitions. 
 The Novena of Grace is so called because countless people have had 
their prayers answered, by God, through the intercession of St. Francis Xavier, 
the Jesuit Apostle to the Orient in the sixteenth century and the patron saint of 
worldwide missions.
 We invite you to send us your petitions.  Both you and your needs will 
be remembered on each of the nine days.  The Fathers on the missions also will 
remember you and your intentions in their Masses and prayers during the Novena.
 We invite all of you to join us in this Novena of Grace by reciting--from 

the 4th of March to the 12th inclusive--the following prayers.

 O most amiable and loving St. Francis Xavier, in union with you I adore the Divine Majesty.  
While joyfully giving thanks to God for the great graces which He conferred upon you in life 
and for the great glory with which He has gifted you in heaven, I come to you with heartfelt 
love, begging you to secure for me, by your powerful intercession, the inestimable blessings of 
living and dying in the state of grace.  I also beseech you to obtain for me the favors I ask in this 
Novena______________________________________________________________________.

 But if what I ask is not for the Glory of God, or for the good of my soul, do you obtain 
for me what is most conducive to both.  Amen.  

Our Father; Hail Mary;  Glory be to the Father.
V.  Pray for us, St. Francis Xavier,

R.  That we may be made worthy of the promises of Christ.

Let us pray:  O God, you chose to bring into your Church peoples of the Orient through the 
preaching and miracles of St. Francis Xavier, mercifully grant us that we may imitate his virtues, 
whose glorious merits we hold in veneration.  

We ask this through  Jesus Christ Our Lord.  Amen.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

   TO:  CATHOLIC BISHOP OF NORTHERN ALASKA 
1312 Peger Road, Fairbanks, Alaska  99709-5199

Email your intention to: akshep@cbna.org

Please remember the following petitions during the Novena of Grace:
________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________
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Dear Bishop Zielinski,       Date___________F01 S2017 01
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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planned the next topic sessions and problem solving.”
Pat Tam says Sr. Josephine brings unique gifts 

and experience to her service. 
“As a woman, as a Cup’ik person, and as an 

Ursuline sister, she is able to offer a unique and rich 
perspective on Catholic spirituality.  The “Discipleship 
and Prayer” ministry offers women an opportunity 
to deepen their spirituality.  As a Cup’ik, Sr. Josephine 
is able to share her own faith journey with Yup’ik/
Cup’ik women by drawing from a common culture and 
language.” 

Of particular value, he adds, are the 
discussions that arise within and following 
the retreats. “For example, during the Year 
of Mercy, retreats focused on the “Works 
of Mercy,” allowing women to share how 
Yup’ik/Cup’ik teachings and customs were 
really expressions of works of mercy.   

One sure sign of the ministry’s impact 
is the desire of some women to continue 
meeting in their parishes as small faith-
sharing groups.”

Pat Tam’s observations are echoed in 
reflections several women who participated 
in the retreats have shared. One wrote:

“I was able to stand before the parish 
with Sister Josephine and help her introduce 
and explain what this group is about, comparing it to 
the role of a Mother in a home. The various moods, 

attitudes and feelings that a Mother has, 
impact the whole family. This being the 
case, the church looks to women as a way 
to help influence that same impact on the 
parish using the cultural norms and the 
values that we already practice through 
our potlatches, gatherings and elders, as 
home providers who take care of each 
other and make sure our needs are met.”

Another shared: “The healing 
that comes through the Sacraments of 
the Catholic Church teaches to us to 
appreciate even more the traditional 
Cup’ik ways and values that our ancestors 
used for healthy living by following the 

good teachings given to us. My father often expressed 
this way of being and living or our relationship with 
God and human beings are in our practices of our 
Catholic faith and Cup’ik tradition.”

Reflecting on her current ministry, Sr. Josephine 
deflects any attention from herself. She says she 
is honored to work with women who are already 
deeply spiritual. “It’s the reverence and honor, and 
the holiness when you get close to God,” she says. “All 
of the women I work with have that sense.”

When pressed to say something about her own 
role, Sr. Josephine reflexively points to the founder of 
her order.

“I’m fulfilling the call of Angela.”

Sisters Maria Clary, Dianne Baumunk, Jill Jaeb, Dolores 
Hebling, Monique Vaernewyck, Francis X. Porter, Cecilia 
Huber, Josephine Aloralrea, and Lorene Griffin on the 
occasion of the 100th Anniversary of the Ursulines in 
Alaska.  --Photo courtesy of Sr. Josephine Aloralrea, OSU

The Nunamta Yup'ik dance group.  
--Photo courtesy of Sr. Josephine Aloralrea, OSU



The Alaskan Shepherd  Newsletter              Volume 55 Number   1                 Winter   Page  8

YUKON-KUSKOKWIM DISCIPLESHIP 
AND PRAYER MINISTRY PROGRAM

Coordinator:  Sister Josephine Aloralrea, OSU

In 2016, the Diocese of Fairbanks created the Discipleship and Prayer 
Ministry for the Yukon-Kuskokwim Region. 

Its mission is to collaborate with and empower women to take on
leadership roles and to encourage their faith communities. 

The regional Mission Statement, created in 2014 by the local Catholic parishes, is as follows:

We are a welcoming community of disciples centered around Jesus Christ in the Eucharist and His mission; 
We spread the Good News by example through our diverse cultures and our shared values:

--By caring for those who feel forgotten and rejected,
--By working toward wellness and healing in our communities, and

--By nurturing faith and sharing the gifts of our spirituality.

Introductions to Discipleship and Prayer Ministry women’s weekend retreats have been held so far in three 
villages: Kotlik, Emmonak, and Chevak. Sister Josephine Aloralrea, OSU, relies on her experience as a guest lecturer 
in Alaska Native Studies classes and as a participant in Alaska Native Studies conferences and at Pacific School of 
Religion under Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley and Catholic colleges in the California Bay Area.  

Her father Andrew Aloralrea (Angkellegneq) was a missionary guide for a Jesuit priest with a Yup’ik family of 
Catechists. The Jesuit missionaries came among the people of Kashunak through a Yup’ik-speaking Catechist family, 
Ivan and Maggie Sipary, from the Yukon River area. The Siparys interpreted the Gospel in the Yup’ik language. The 
people understood the Christian message of the Gospel as being similar to or compatible with their traditional 
beliefs. Today, the Church says that the “seeds of the word” (the Gospel) is present among the indigenous peoples 
in their spirituality and in their strong sense of family.  

Saint John Paul II, in 1987, addressed Native American Catholics,  “...the Gospel does not destroy what is best in you.  
On the contrary, it enriches the spiritual qualities and gifts that are distinctive in your cultures...” 

They welcomed and embraced the Christian faith as an experience for deepening some of the beliefs that they 
already had. They were impressed with the inherent goodness that already existed traditionally among the Cup’ik 
people. Sister Josephine finds these traditional beliefs to be a valuable part of her new program and ministry.

Nita Rearden, a graduate from St. Mary’s High School, studied at the University of Alaska Fairbanks, receiving a 
bachelor’s degree in education. Nita offers tremendous resources, to Sr. Josephine’s ministry, where she collaborates 
with Sister serving as a retreat leader.  After obtaining her degrees, Nita taught in the villages of Bethel and Kotzebue. 
She then worked as a language specialist for the Lower Kuskokwim School District’s bilingual department and, 
during this time, earned a master’s degree in cross-cultural studies. She later became the district’s arts specialist 
until retiring in 2011. Nita emphasizes the importance of keeping her Yup’ik culture alive among her family and 
community, cherishing the opportunity to help pass on traditional knowledge and skills to future generations.  

In these retreats, Sister and Nita share the spiritual and corporal works of mercy and compassion from both 
their traditional practices and Catholic ways. They encourage retreatants to consider some of the traditional 
rituals the Native Alaskan and Native American women have utilized to deal with grief, pain, and letting go.


