
Testimony to a Journey in Faith 
 

[Based on a recent interview with Deacon John Ruscheinsky by Mike Pallardy, Director of Development, Immaculate 
Heart Retreat Center.] 

 
Let me tell you a story about a man of faith who twenty-five years ago felt the push to make a 

life transition.  People know him now as Deacon John Ruscheinsky - or affectionately, simply as 

Deacon John.   

Deacon John speaks with excitement about a moment in time that changed his life.  He was a 

major employee of the firm, Orion Food Systems, and was spending countless hours on the 

road doing business for the organization. Let him speak…. 

“I was in Butte, Montana, one evening; it was around midnight.  I could see the glare of 

baseball field lights through my hotel window. So, I am up looking at that field and I start 

to see images of my kids when they were small. I was home with my wife and children 

more then, and we used to do many things together.  We made small trips to ball games 

and school events. It just hit me: You know; it’s time to make a major change. I need to 

get off the road. I didn’t know what that meant. I just understood that the time for a 

change had come.”  

During this same time, Ruscheinsky was participating in formation sessions at Bishop White 

Seminary, studying to become a permanent deacon in the Church.  During one particular 

session, the program director, Father Richard Root, mentioned that Immaculate Heart Retreat 

Center was looking for a new Director.  He mentioned it again a month later.  With some 

measure of sincerity, two classmates told John that he should look into taking the position.    

“I thought they were crazy, out of their heads.  Here, I am with three kids at home; I have 

a mortgage and a fine career.  I was thinking I had to have a transition, but not into a 

retreat center, working full time for the Church.”   During the next session, Father Root 

mentioned the need again,and pointed out that information was available on the resource table.  

Two additional classmates encouraged him to check out the opportunity.  “I wondered what on 

earth this deepening mystery was all about.”  

The businessman considered the idea to be way off his radar screen.   Yet even his wife, 

Elaine, put in a nudge: “Well maybe you should just go ahead and look into it.”  Which was met 

with the retort, “So you really want me to do that?”  At her simple “Yah,” a nervous John 

Ruscheinsky called Immaculate Heart Retreat Center.  Mary Krone, assistant to the Director, 

answered the phone.  She gave him more information about the position and invited him to 

come for a tour.  A few days later he walked the grounds and gave the facilities a 

businessman’s look-over.  Mission accomplished.  Perhaps the “push” would now morph into 

something else. 

The transition had started to take shape, however.  The search committee asked to meet with 

Ruscheinsky.  Before the meeting one member inquired, “You presently have such an 

impressive career; why you would even look at this kind of work?”  Ruscheinsky replied with 

typical frankness, “I don’t know if I am.  People asked me to come here, and so here I am.  I 



don’t know very much about this.  My wife just said to check it out.”  He left the meeting 

muttering to himself that nothing was going come from his flurry of activity.  He was more than a 

bit surprised, then, when he received a telephone call two days later, asking him to meet with 

the executive committee of the Retreat Center’s board - and with Bishop Skylstad.  The 

conversation at the meeting was fruitful.  All of his questions were answered about what 

Immaculate Heart was looking for in a director.  He was honest with the committee and the 

Bishop.  “I have a business background and you know I am looking at being a deacon in 

the Church, but I’ve never before run a retreat center.  So, I don’t know if this fits, or that I 

am the person you are looking for.”  

The next week, while flying to yet another business engagement, John Ruscheinsky received a 

text message from Bishop Skylstad to call him. So, flying to San Francisco, he returned the call.  

“I simply said ‘Hello. This is John Ruscheinsky.’”  Bishop Skylstad thanked him for the 

return call and, with no small-talk to ease into the subject, said that, after talking with the search 

committee and the executive committee, he wanted to appoint him to the directorship of 

Immaculate Heart Retreat Center. “When can you start?” 

“Well, Bishop, because of my position I have to give at least thirty days’ notice to my 

current employer.”  “No problem,” the Bishop said. “When you get back to town give me a call 

and we’ll set a date. So, that means you are going to accept this appointment?” 

“And I said Yes.  Literally, here I am 10,000 feet in the air, and the bishop had just told me 

that truly the Holy Spirit had called me to this position. I said, ‘Thank you, Bishop’ and 

the conversation ended.” 

John Ruscheinsky was shaking.  He asked himself, “What did I just do!?”  I haven’t seen the 

financial books of the Retreat Center; I don’t know the details of work compensation.  Am 

I really the man for this job?  What have I gotten myself into?”  He called his wife, asked 

her to sit down, and told her he just had accepted the position.  Her response was immediate, 

supportive, and reassuring: “Thanks be to God! And all the kids are excited about the change!” 

“So, basically, I was convinced that the Holy Spirit was more than a little involved.  This 
is how it all came to be.  That was the call to transition that I experienced that midnight 
hour when I was staring out the window at the glaring lights in the ballpark.” 
 
John Ruscheinsky’s first days at Immaculate Heart Retreat Center were eye-opening, to say the 

least.  The septic system had failed, and Spokane County officials were threatening to shut 

down the facility.  Financially, the Center was unstable, and clear job responsibilities were not in 

place. The situation was a proverbial mess!  He called Bishop Skylstad and announced, “I don’t 

know if this job is for me.” He called his previous employer to inquire if he could come back if 

needed.  Confusion.  Sensing the need to think things though, Ruscheinsky retreated to Mount 

Angel Abbey in St. Benedict, Oregon.  He took with him, a Scripture passage which Bishop 

Skylstad recommended for prayer and reflection: Romans 12.  It was the Apostle’s well-known 

admonition to members of the Body of Christ to be generous in sharing their spiritual gifts and 

charisms.     



“I was there five days.  Often, I found myself on my knees, crying out: ‘Lord what do you 

want me to do? I responded Yes but I gave up a career!  I have a mortgage and a family 

to feed.  I don’t know if this is going to work. What do you want from me?’    On the third 

night - it was just after midnight – I was in the chapel by myself, on my knees and in 

tears.  I turned to the Scripture passage the Bishop had recommended and read it 

prayerfully. The Word spoke firmly and clearly.   I realized that the Retreat Center needed 

a leader who personally pursued a spiritual life and it also needed someone who 

possessed administrative skills.  Unquestionably, the Center needed stability.  A peace 

settled into my heart, and I made the decision to commit myself for five years.”  

“I returned home with those deep realizations and set to work. So, what got 

accomplished: stability and faithfulness to the Center’s mission.  Above all, I wanted to 

make sure that Immaculate Heart was a diocesan retreat center which was welcoming to 

all.”    

John Ruscheinsky’s ordination to the permanent diaconate on June 24, 1999, by Bishop 

Skylstad was a deep confirmation of his call to service.  During his time as director of 

Immaculate Heart - - not just for five, but for two decades - - Deacon John has developed and 

fostered a network of spiritual growth programs at a truly Catholic retreat center which are 

expressive of a ministry that is spiritually enriching, well-managed and financially sound.  

“The number one thing be true to the mission!”  

As he comes to the end of his career at Immaculate Heart Retreat Center, who is the man, 

Deacon John Ruscheinsky? 

“When I came to Immaculate Heart, like I said, I was in transition. I still had young 

children at home.  I was sometimes a strong-headed dad, just to protect the kids.  I was 

searching with this diaconal ministry thing and what it was all about, as well as a needed 

transition of work.  I was pretty black-and-white.  I was kind of on just one side of the 

fence and that’s the way it’s going to be.  In my time at Immaculate Heart, I have learned 

that life has many grey areas and other ways to see things.  I came to recognize the need 

to meet people where they are, to listen, and to walk with them in faith.”   

“I have come to learn to serve like Jesus. He would go to a person where they were, and 

not where they should be, but where they were.  He’d read their hearts.  He would look 

into their eyes. He saw what they needed and gently guided them along the path to a 

better life.   I’ve learned the importance of embracing that in my faith now.”    

“Retreat ministry has allowed me to see how the Church can be on the front lines of the 

marketplace, serving people in multiple ways to open their lives to the grace of God and 

to find themselves refreshed and renewed.  My ministry at Immaculate Heart has led me 

to love my Church with increased devotion and commitment. It truly has blessed me.  My 

years of service have changed me totally from what I used to be…and, as my wife would 

tell you, for the better.” 

“I have the strength for everything through Him who empowers me” (Phil. 4:13). 


