“GOING NORTH YOUNG MAN”
PROCLAIMING THE GOSPEL TO THE NATIONS
It hit me shortly after taking off from Fairbanks, AK on the way for the second leg to Barrow, AK on the
shores of the Chukchi Sea. I had just finished serving as a chaplain on an Alaskan cruise and had originally
planned on staying a night extra in Anchorage before heading home, but had a sudden change of heart. I had
paid for my ticket to Anchorage with a frequent flyer coupon (that’s how it worked more than 25 years ago),
and still had 20,000 miles remaining. But I also noticed that the coupon would soon expire and I had no plans
to travel during that timeframe. So, I wondered where I might “cash in” one last round trip and decided on a
whim to satisfy my curiosity. Within hours, I was on my way to dip my toe in the Arctic Ocean! “Why on
earth are you doing this,” I thought to myself? This is crazy, even if I justified it–“Use it or lose it.”
I made a reservation at the “Top of the World Hotel,” which boasted a Mexican restaurant and headed to the
airport. The timetable noted a distance of 725 miles to Barrow, the northern most town in the United States.
That alone was alluring to me, being 330 miles above the Arctic Circle. Still, I knew nobody there–but hey,
life is an adventure. No turning back–I boarded the plane and to my surprise it was mostly full. Okay,
perhaps I’m not so crazy. Trouble is, we first stopped in Fairbanks, and all but about a half dozen people
exited. We then continued to Barrow and it hit me like a ton of bricks– I am going to the Arctic Ocean, and
haven’t a clue what I'll do when the plane lands. It was late June and snow was falling as we taxied to the
terminal. The daily low temperature is below freezing 324 days of the year. It was a grey day, but it was still
light out at 5:00 p.m., as it was at 10, Midnight, and yes even 3:00 a.m. I was in the extreme north in the land
of the midnight sun. How do you sleep when it is light out?
The curtains in the room were heavy, clearly designed to keep out all light. I felt a little strange walking
around all by myself, but soon enough met a few people and even made arrangements to offer Mass at St.
Patrick’s Church, by far the northern most parish in the USA. In fact, it purports to be the northernmost
Catholic Church in the world at 71.29 ° N latitude. Suddenly, I felt like I wasn’t so crazy for my “add-on”
foray into the Alaskan North Slope. How could a town with a 99723 Zip Code not intrigue you? Now, this
would be a missionary experience, I thought. For me it lasted just a little over twenty-four hours, but for
some missionary priests, it is their life in “the bush,” as it is called. I think about the challenges that would
present, including isolation, loneliness and in the winter, nearly continuous darkness for months on end.
This weekend, we have an opportunity to directly assist the Catholic Diocese of Fairbanks. Nearly a third
of the 3,121 dioceses in the world fall under the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples (formerly
known as Propaganda Fide), the Vatican office responsible since 1622 A.D. for overseeing the missionary
activity of the Church. The Diocese of Fairbanks is the only remaining fully missionary Catholic diocese in
the United States. It is also among the poorest, as only 8 of its 46 parishes and missions are self-supporting.
Barrow (pop. 4000 today) is home to the Inupiat, an indigenous Inuit ethnic group for more than 1,500 years.
The Catholic Church’s presence dates to 1954 when the first parish church was built from an abandoned
World War II military building. Today it has its own Church, complete with rectory and meeting place, with
priests “commuting” 500 miles from Fairbanks and do not live there year round.
Any priest living here would be hundreds of miles from a brother priest and from other towns. It was clearly
a “fly-in:” town– one way in and one way out. And yet there was the Church, and where two or three are
gathered, the Lord is present. When I saw Robert DeNiro and Jeremy Irons in the 1986 award winning film
The Mission, I was instantly fascinated by the life of missionaries. Hardship, heat, poverty, primitive conditions,
evangelization…all of these are aspects, but there is more. For me, the experience of that film awakened a
desire to contribute something to the missions, but little did I know then, those images would be replaced
with ice, snow, caribou and arctic char fish! We do not have to travel to South America to be missionaries—
the missionary mandate exists is truly “catholic,” that is, universal– it extends in all directions.
As a young priest assigned to a school, I was privileged to assist in northern Canada five times during Holy
Week, (See photo in the sidebar) as well as once in Anchorage, AK. In many respects, I was inspired by that
impromptu visit to Barrow in the early 1990’s. I still follow the Diocese of MacKenzie-Ft. Smith (Northwest

Territories, Canada) by visiting their website, as I have for the three dioceses in Alaska, offering my prayers
and financial support. St. Therese of Lisieux, Patronesses of the Missions, never officially served as a
missionary! Acquainted early with the work of the missions, she made them the object of her prayers and
sacrifices. So too can you. There are in fact many ways to support the missions. “Some give by going to the
Missions–Some go by giving to the Missions–Without both there are no Missions.” I thank you for your
attentiveness to Bishop Chad Zielinski’s message this weekend. Ordained a priest for the Diocese of
Gaylord, MI, his former bishop was none other than Archbishop Hebda. In addition to speaking at all Masses
this weekend, he is assisting with some Confirmations this week. Welcome Bishop Zielinski!
• Here is an idea to ponder…Attend Mass at 8:00 a.m. on May 13, the Feast of our Lady of Fatima. Then

remains afterwards for the spring cleanup of our Church grounds. We will place fresh mulch all around
the campus and thoroughly rake any debris and leaves left over from last fall. Bring your rakes,
wheelbarrows and garden gloves. Most of all, bring the whole family, as everyone can pitch in.

• Congratulations to our First Holy Communicants on this most special day in their lives of faith. The

memories of my own day have remained vivid to this day.

• Democratic National Committee Chair Tom Perez pledged to support only pro-‘choice’ candidates,

calling it a non-negotiable. Cardinal Timothy Dolan of New York responded: “The recent pledge by
the Democratic National Committee chair to support only candidates who embrace the radical
unrestricted abortion license is very disturbing.” Seems there is no room for pro-life Democrats at the
inn. So much for tolerance.

• The annual Rosary Procession gathers at the State Capitol today (Sunday) at 1:30 p.m. and beginning at

2:00 p.m., led by Archbishop Hebda, makes its way down John Ireland Blvd. It is a venerable tradition
made all the more special because this is the 100th anniversary year of the Fatima apparitions; I hope to
see you here.

Sincerely in Christ,
Fr. John L. Ubel,

Rector

Our Lady of Hope Catholic Church
Holy Thursday, 2004
Fort Good Hope, NT
Canada

