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Outreach in the
Alaskan Outback

To live in the midst of the
world without wishing its
pleasures;
to be a member of each family,
yet belonging to none;
to share all sufferings; to
penetrate all secrets; to heal all
wounds;
to go from men to God and
offer him their prayers;
to return from God to men to
bring pardon and hope;
to have a heart of fire for
charity and a heart of bronze
for chastity;
to teach and to pardon, console
and bless always.
My God, what a life! And it is
yours, O priest of Jesus Christ.

Dear Mission Friends:
When I was ordained a Dominican
priest over 50 years ago, I chose this
meditation by a French Dominican
priest, Fr. Henri Lacordaire, for my
ordination card, vowing to use it as
my model for living the priestly
vocation.
I have recited it in silence and aloud so
many times over these past decades
that it has become almost rote, but
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when I stop to think about the
words, I see that it could seem
somewhat pompous if taken out
of context.
Written in mid-1800s France,
after the revolution, when the
Church,
as
with
most
organizations associated with
the old guard, had lost much of
its authority and credibility,
when rationalism and individual
truths were revered over faith
and the absolute truth of the
Gospel, Lacordaire’s prayer and
preaching helped convince
people that the teachings of
Jesus were not only not opposed
to liberty and democracy but
actually fostered them. And the
priest, who has freely chosen to
give up the life that most
everyone else enjoys—that of
partaking in the world’s
pleasures and knowing the joy
of romantic love and having
one’s own family—is able to be
the unfettered and dedicated
conduit between them and God.
It is a source of great joy that our
Western Dominican Province, a
relatively small province of a little
over 100 professed friars, is
currently receiving an abundance
of priestly vocations with 40
young friars in formation. I am
told that we are the fastest
growing religious order in the
nation.

It is my hope that Fr.
Lacordaire’s
meditation,
understood in its intended
context and recited with the
humility and focus on others
that are inherent to one who has
freely chosen the priestly life,
will become words to live by in
the new priests’ lives too.
We thank you, our Mission
Friends, for your prayers and
support for our vocations,
which help us to maintain and
grow all our Mission Office
ministries, the latest addition
being the outlying native
communities of Alaska where,
being physically isolated from
the outside world except for an
airfield or a boat landing, the
shortage of vocations has been
most sorely felt. The landscape
is largely tundra—flat with tiny
vegetation, interwoven with
streams, marshes, and the
immense
Yukon
River,
preventing the development of
any major roads.
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Page 1, moonwatching in the
daytime, facing the
North Pole at the
edge of town
(Utqiagvik); this
page, left, Utqiagvik
(orig. Barrow) at
northernmost point
of state—and U.S.!;
center, I and Fr.
James, ready to
leave from
Anchorage airport,
hoping we won’t run
into any polar bears
that aren’t stuffed
and behind glass...

Those communities that are on a
road network are often hundreds
of miles away from the next town.
And most roads within towns
have never been paved—they are
simply packed dirt.
In the late 1800’s, heroic Jesuit
missionaries traversed that vast,
rugged terrain by dog sleds under
unceasingly adverse conditions to
bring the Gospel to the Eskimos.
Diocesan priests gradually took
over from the Jesuits, but,
overextended,
invited
our
province to take over the Holy
Family Old Cathedral in
Anchorage, where our friars have
now served since 1974. But we
have never had the requisite
priests or time to branch outside
of Anchorage to serve those
Yupik and Inupiaq native
communities, remote fishing
villages, and isolated interior
towns which have long been
without residential priests—a
troubling concern for our friars all
these years. St. Francis Xavier
Parish in Kotzebue, for example,
in the far northwest of the state,
has not had a Christmas Mass in
four years!

Five years ago, the Dominicans
at Holy Family made the
commitment to help fulfill this
troubling need, freeing up at
least one priest a week to
journey to many of the outlying
towns on a rotating basis to
celebrate weekend Masses.
In our December newsletter, Fr.
Steven Maekawa, O.P., the
superior in Anchorage, shared
with us his outreach plan by
which, in corroboration with and
supported by our Mission Office,
priests from outside of Alaska
would be invited to make their
way to Holy Family in Anchorage
and then travel to pre-assigned
outlying parishes to celebrate
Christmas and Easter liturgies as
well as other major solemnities,
further extending our reach and
capabilities.

It is 320 miles north of the Arctic
Circle and the last solid land
before the North Pole. The sun
sets there on November 18 or 19
and does not rise again for at least
65 days, during which its
population of more than 4,000
live in total darkness. The
community is very diverse with a
lot of intermarriage between the
native Inupiaqs and Tongans,
Filipinos, and Samoans. The 60%
native Inupiaq survive largely by
hunting, fishing, and foraging.
Those in other parts of the world
who believe that killing and eating
whales is wrong have not lived in
Utqiagvik, where nothing grows,
and what is sold at grocery stores
must be flown in from great
distances and so is inordinately
expensive. A gallon of milk and a
gallon of water each costs about
$10.00; a single tomato is $4.00.

Fr James Moore, O. P., our vicar
provincial for advancement, and I
were
assigned
to
cover
Utqiagvik,. or “the place to hunt
snowy owls.” Formerly Barrow,
Utqiagvik, is the northernmost
city in the United States (and “as
far north as Alaska Airlines
flies.”)

In the third week of Advent, Fr.
James and I set out from the
Anchorage airport for Utqiagvik
and were warmly welcomed by
the parish administrator Peata
Tuifua' and the president of the
parish council Tino Tula’I and
his wife Crystal and family (see
next page).
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At our first Advent Sunday
Mass, however, few people
attended. Since they had not had
a visit from a Catholic priest for
quite some time, most were out
of the habit of going to Mass.
But we were happy to learn
that, with so few visiting
priests, the parish did hold
ongoing training of lay leaders
and catechism classes, eager to
keep faith strong in their
community.
The next few days we visited
the town in -30 degrees weather
to get to know as many
townspeople as we could,
Catholics and non-Catholics
alike. And at our daily Holy
Hour before the Blessed
Sacrament, Fr. James and I
prayed that the Catholic
community would respond to
the presence of priests in their
midst. Something worked to
remind them that the Mass is
the center of our Catholic Faith
in the presence of Jesus in the
Eucharist, and we were thrilled
by the Christmas attendance and
overwhelmed by the faith of the
community. We were also
heartened to see how proud they
are of their heritage, preserving
their customs for future
generations, and how very
generous
they
are,
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readily sharing what they have
with others. Not only is whale
hunting a vital part of life, sharing
it is still a tradition among the
Inupiaq. When the ice begins to
melt and it is unsafe to go into
the water to hunt, whaling
crews come in and, at a
community get together called
a nalukataq, divide up their
catch from the spring season
among all who show up. We
saw a nalukataq taking place on
Christmas Day—everyone there
was given three pieces of meat,
which many ate on the spot,
raw; three pieces of fat, which
is saved for cooking; and three
pieces of dried whale liver.
Indeed, the light of Christ
shines in all corners of the
world, even penetrating long,
cold, dark stretches of winter.
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View of darkness from our rooms, 24 hours/ day.

Upon leaving town, we were
delighted to be able to assure the
parishioners that Fr. Maekawa
was busy formulating a plan with
our office to have Dominican
priests serve their community and
others on a regular basis, fulfilling
the vision of Fr. Lacordaire for
priests to live in their midst, to be
members of their families, to
intercede for them, to love them.
May the Lord bless all of you,
our Mission Friends, who help
make possible our mission
endeavors
in
Mexico,
Guatemala, Iraq, Equatorial
Guinea, and now Alaska.
In Christ’s Peace,

Fr. Martin de Porres Walsh, O.P.

Bowhead whales, measuring up to sixty-five feet long and weighing
more than 120,000 pounds, travel thousands of miles in their annual migrations,
gliding along on the power of their tails.
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The second Christmas Eve Mass. Sitting in front, center, in green dress, is Peata Tuifua,
the parish administrator and our gracious hostess. I am slightly behind her to the right.

Fr. James
caught a picture of
the dazzling Aurora
Borealis (northern
lights) at 1:00 am
one morning.
Native legend held
that it was caused by
spirits playing ball
with a walrus head.

“In the unceasing ebb and flow of
justice and oppression we must all
dig channels as best we may, that at
the propitious moment somewhat of the
swelling tide may be conducted to the
barren
places
of
life.”
~ Jane Addams, Twenty Years at Hull House

Pope John Paul II visited Holy
Family Cathedral in 1981,
celebrating Mass before
40,000 faithful in Delaney
Park in honor of so many
who dedicated and often
sacrificed their lives to spread
the faith to all corners of
Alaska. His words perfectly
articulate the recent visit of
Fr. James and me as well as
of the other visiting friars:
“Being here in Alaska,
so richly endowed with the
beauties of nature,
at once so rugged,
and yet so splendid,
we sense the presence of
God’s spirit in the manifold
handiwork of creation.”

