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Above and on the cover: Father Brian Park joined more than 100 community 
members in the annual St. Vincent de Paul Friends of the Poor Walk on 
September 25. Photos courtesy of Kassie McKeown at Lace Umbrella 
Photography at laceumbrellaphotography.square.site.

What Comes First for You?
I’ve made the case before that a calendar 
is a theological document. I live and die 
by the schedule on my smartphone. I 
enter events, appointments, sacraments, 
and times for prayer, meals, and rest. If 
it’s not on my calendar, there’s a good 
chance it won’t get done.

My calendar ought to show that God is 
my top priority. If it doesn’t, I need to 
reexamine how I’m spending my time.

The same can be said for a budget. 
It’s a theological document. Show me 
how you spend your money, and I’ll 
tell you what you believe—what is 
important to you. Do you give to charity? 
Regularly? Do you support the Church? 
It’s one of the basic precepts of being a 
practicing Catholic. 

Is God the god of your checkbook? 

This is not an idle question—and I don’t 
ask it because we need your money, 
although we do. The truth is that Jesus 
speaks frequently about money and 
the challenge of being attached to the 
comfort and possessions it can provide. 
Sometimes our desire for financial 
security can usurp our trust in the Lord, 
who assures us: “Seek first the kingdom 
[of God] and his righteousness, and all 
these things will be given you besides” 
(Matthew 6:33). 

We can be tempted to want a Jesus 
that gives us everything and expects 
nothing in return. But that is not the Lord 
we have. Jesus desires us to give Him 
everything, in return for even more.

So ask yourself: When it comes to money, 
what is my priority? Notice that the 
word priority is singular. In Latin, prior 
means that which comes first. In that 
light, we cannot have multiple priorities. 
Something must be first for us. It’s 
meant to be God, who desires for us 
eternity with Him. 

In my two years here, I’ve been blessed 
to meet many St. Michael families who 

put God first in their financial planning. I am so grateful for your 
generous support of our regular collection, our BOLD FUTURE 
capital campaign, our church painting project, our ministries 
and local charities, and more. Thank you, thank you, thank you 
for being such wonderful stewards of the many gifts God has 
entrusted to you.

This issue of DISCIPLE includes a brief financial report for our 
parish, profiles of new staff members, highlights of our BOLD 
FUTURE construction project, and more—showing the beautiful 
impact that our church, our school, and people like you make in 
this community. I hope it continues to inspire your generosity. 
To carry out our mission, we need your help—but more 
importantly, giving is good for your soul.

God bless you, friends!

Father Brian Park
Pastor
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Father Connor McGinnis invites teens into a personal encounter with Jesus in the Holy Eucharist at Extreme 
Faith Camp during his first week with St. Michael Catholic Church this summer. Photo courtesy of Gabby Ilkka.

When he was ordained last May, Father Connor McGinnis 
became the youngest priest serving in the Archdiocese of Saint 
Paul and Minneapolis. He doesn’t seem like it. Astute and well 
spoken, he displays an easy confidence at the ambo and the 
altar that belies his age and natural introversion.

“Honestly, I was mildly dreading ordination—all the people 
and ceremony,” Father McGinnis recalls. “But the week after 
ordination I went to the Boundary Waters to spend some time 
with my classmates in fellowship and prayer. After that, it was 
simple readiness to begin my priesthood, like, ‘Alright, let’s go!’”

It doesn’t hurt that his vocation extends back to grade school. 
He and his younger brother attended All Saints Catholic School 
in Lakeville beginning in kindergarten; by 3rd or 4th grade, he 
had befriended the pastor, Bishop (at that time, Father) Lee 
Piché, and especially the associate, Father Robert Pish, with 
whom Father McGinnis shares his birthday.

“By 5th grade, my call to the priesthood was a deep-seated 
conviction,” he says. “I know people sometimes go through 
more struggle and discernment of their vocational call, but 
mine was remarkably stable.”

While the seed of his vocation took root at All Saints, it began 
to bloom in full as he moved to Academy of Holy Angels in 

Richfield for middle and high school. 
Between 8th and 9th grade, he went 
to a Steubenville Youth Conference, 
surrounding himself with solid, faithfully 
Catholic friends. He began to make his 
faith his own—and it fit like a glove.

“I loved apologetics in particular,” he 
says. “Unfortunately, sometimes that 
manifested itself as, ‘People on the 
internet are wrong, and I need to fix that.’ 
I’ve learned since then that’s not usually 
the best place to start!”

Father McGinnis was a strong student; 
he entered Saint John Vianney Seminary 
at the University of St. Thomas with 
college credits in hand, completing his 
undergraduate work in three short 
years before continuing at the Saint 
Paul Seminary for graduate work 
toward ordination. 

His love of the Catholic intellectual 
tradition and his desire for community

CONTINUED ON PAGE 4

HOME AT LAST: FATHER MCGINNIS FINDS 
JOY IN HAVING A PEOPLE OF HIS OWN



4      D I S C I PL E  FA L L  2 0 2 2

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 3

led him to consider joining a Dominican order, but 
in the end, parish priesthood won out. He had come 
to know a number of priests in the archdiocese who 
belong to the Companions of Christ, a fraternity of 
diocesan priests who support each other with regular 
small- and large-group gatherings and who are 
assigned to parishes in which they can live in together 
whenever possible. (Both Father Brian Park and Father 
Joe Zabinski are Companions.)

“The Companions are not a religious order, but they do 
follow a rule and live in community,” he says. “So it was 
an obvious choice: Why wouldn’t I do this?”

In the end, that sense of community—of belonging 
to a particular Body of Christ—matters most to 
Father McGinnis. “Of course, I’m immensely grateful 
for my class and the brotherhood of priests,” he 

says. “My teaching parish was wonderful, but even 
spending 40-60 hours a semester there, you still have 
the sense, ‘These are not my people…I don’t belong to 
them.’ Now I have a parish and a people of my own.”

In addition to the basics, like celebrating the Mass 
and hearing Confessions, Father McGinnis says the 
best part of priesthood so far is seeing all the different 
ministries at work in our parish and school and how 
he can support them. Even his first week as the 
associate pastor for St. Michael, playing gaga ball and 
leading Adoration at Extreme Faith Camp, was a huge 
blessing—like a homecoming.

“I don’t always enjoy meeting people in large group 
settings,” he says. “But EFC seemed like a fitting intro 
to this parish. It reminded me of the All Saints after-
school program—it kind of felt like home!”

A large crowd of people followed Jesus, including many women 
who mourned and lamented him. Jesus turned to them and 
said, “Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for me; weep 
instead for yourselves and for your children, for indeed, the days 
are coming when people will say, ‘Blessed are the barren, the 
wombs that never bore and the breasts that never nursed.’ At 
that time people will say to the mountains, ‘Fall upon us!’ and to 
the hills, ‘Cover us!’ for if these things are done when the wood is 
green what will happen when it is dry?” – Luke 23:27-31

Moved by pity at the sight of our Lord condemned to die, a number 
of women begin to weep and mourn. Like Veronica, they are 
showing compassion for Jesus, but his reply is not one of gratitude 
or comfort. Instead, his words are prophetic, foretelling dark times 
for the Jews. God’s chosen people, who have suffered under Roman 
rule, have now condemned their long-awaited savior to an unjust 
death. Jesus seems to suggest that their suffering has not been as 
stark or burdensome as they think up to this point—the wood is still 
green, still has life within it and is therefore slow to ignite. And yet the 
flames are spreading—imagine the swift inferno when the wood is 
dead and dry as kindling.

Jesus is not what many of the Jews expected in terms of a savior. 
He does not set them free by show of force or military strategy. 
He does not come to topple an empire, but to soften and change 
hearts—to lead people back to God, regardless of who rules in Rome 
or Jerusalem. In this light, his response to the weeping women is 
at least somewhat reassuring. “Do not weep for me,” He insists—
because He is doing his Father’s will. His suffering has a purpose, and 
so can ours. That should be the source of great hope.

The Eighth Station: Jesus Meets the Women of Jerusalem
THE ART OF WORSHIP

The Stations of the Cross begin on the back wall 
of the worship space, on the choir side of the 
main doors. The eight station is in the front of 
church to the left of the sanctuary, outside the 
working sacristy.
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PART-TIME MINISTERS, FULL-TIME MISSION
STMA Catholic Youth Ministry adds new youth interns to help lead evangelization efforts

GABE THORP
Youth Ministry Intern
I am the second of five siblings, graduating in 2018 
from STMA High School. Until June, I worked for NET 
Ministries, a Catholic missionary organization that 
challenges young people to love Christ and embrace 
the life of the Church. I spent two years travelling and 
putting on retreats, then worked as a supervisor. After 
NET, I felt God calling me to give back to the parish that 
had given me so much. I am also discerning with the 
Franciscan Friars of the Renewal in New York.

I was involved in youth group 6th grade through senior 
year. Extreme Faith Camp was impactful, both as a 
camper and a leader. However, the real impact came 
from leaders who walked with me and challenged me 
to grow closer to God and serve and love better. I’m 
excited to encourage and empower the Core Team to 
grow closer to God and lead as my leaders did for me.

One last word to the youth: “Draw near to God and he 
will draw near to you” (James 4:8). We were made for 
a relationship with God, and He is constantly reaching 
out to us. The most important action we can make is to 
respond to His love by praying every day and going to 
Mass on Sundays. Make that a goal as you start school 
this year, and everything else will fall into place.

MICAH OLSON
Youth Ministry Intern
I come from a family of five other siblings; I am the 
lower middle of us six. I graduated in 2020 from STMA 
High School, and I attended North Dakota State 
University for two years in architecture. I changed my 
direction in life, which in turn brought me back home. 

I have been involved in STMA Youth Ministry since 
6th grade, and it totally changed my perspective in 
life and formed who I am today. Attending EFC as a 
middle-schooler was life-changing, finding life-long 
friends, going through Core Team with them, and 
continuing even to this day. I didn’t feel like I was 
doing what I was called to do at college, and I missed 
doing Youth Ministry so I came back home to do just 
that. I’m excited to connect with the middle-schoolers 
and high-schoolers and help them grow in their faith.

Something a lot of people wouldn’t know about me 
is that I actually used to be a choir kid. I’m super 
passionate about music (instrumental or vocal). 

My advice to parish youth is that you better come 
prepared and ready for our events this year, because 
they are gonna be super fun, and Jesus wants to do it 
with you!

STMA Catholic Youth Ministry welcomed two familiar faces to their staff this summer—Gabe Thorp and Micah 
Olson—to help spread the gospel to area middle- and high-schoolers. Photo courtesy of Gabby Ilkka.

FAITH + WORKS
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Before a dollar was raised or a scoop of earth turned for our 
current building project, ATSR was on the job. The Golden Valley-
based architecture, engineering, and planning firm specializes in 
educational and ecclesiastical projects, so they were the perfect 
partners for former pastor Father Peter Richards to bring on board 
to develop a facilities master plan for our parish and school. That 
means ATSR President Dean Beeninga and architect Peter Lacey 
have helped to design and build our BOLD FUTUREexpansion from 
the ground up.

Firm Foundation
The master planning and design processes, which began in early 
2019, were extensive. 

“The original planning group, along with the parish community, 
church program groups, school staff, and students, helped shape 
the aspirations to guide us through this journey,” says Beeninga. “It 
took approximately 10 formal meetings with the planning group and 
another 10 with other parish audiences to gather input and form the 
direction.”

Once the master plan was developed, the parish began to formulate 
a capital campaign to support this new vision. A building committee 
was formed, including parishioners with expertise in construction, 
facilities management, logistics, and development, as well as 
firsthand knowledge of the needs of our church and school.

“We had so much fun with both groups with all the meetings it 
takes to create a meaningful result,” Beeninga recalls. “We had 
approximately 20 formal meetings with the building committee and 
another approximately 30 meetings with stakeholders in the church 
and school. This was my first design completely online with a group 
[due to COVID restrictions]. You grow close—both committees gave 
so much time, and I think they did a fabulous job.”

Beeninga and Lacey worked together on the design for the 
expansion, using Byzantine influences from the church—shapes, 
lines, and colors—and incorporating more openness and natural light 
to create a warm and welcoming social hall and meeting spaces.

“We like to hear from many voices during the design process—we 
believe that it results in a better project and one that has stronger 
support,” Lacey says. “A key part of this process is establishing the 
guiding principles that are used throughout the project to check if 
the design is heading in the right direction. We were brought back 
later in 2020 to develop a phase-one construction project. During 
this process, the programmatic needs were confirmed, and a more 
detailed layout and estimate was developed. Materials and systems 
were selected with guidance from the building committee, and 3D 
computer walk-throughs and renderings were used to communicate 
the look and feel of the exterior and interior spaces. Also at this 

VISION MADE REAL
ATSR combines existing aesthetic, extensive input to design our future

Guiding Principles
1. Complete the past work to 
create a unified campus

2. Create disciples of all ages 

3. Create a place where everyone 
wants to be

4. Maintain tradition of Catholic 
education 

5. Enhance participation and 
experience: a facility that serves 
all parishioners

Dean Beeninga
President

Peter Lacey
Archtect
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stage, Mortenson began adding their expertise and 
knowledge of construction and building costs.”

“I always say, ‘We are just your pencil—what do you 
think it should be?’” says Beeninga. “We try to supply 
the group with ideas that have meaning and appeal, 
but design is a very collaborative experience if you let 
it be.”

Beautiful By Design
You might think that, once the plans are in place and 
construction starts, the architect’s work is finished, 
but that’s not the case. ATSR is involved every step 
of the way, ensuring that the design principles and 
overall vision are carried out in big and small ways. 
Lacey, in particular, is a fixture in the Mortenson trailer 
every week, consulting on design tweaks and details, 
fixtures, finishes, and more. 

The result? A new addition that will be as beautiful as 
it is functional.

“During weekly meetings with St. Michael staff 
and Mortenson, progress is discussed, and work 
is checked against the construction documents,” 
Lacey says. “Questions and further information that 
is needed during the construction are addressed. 
The subcontractors provide their drawings and 
product data, which we review and approve or 
revise as needed.”

“Faith-based projects are my particular focus,” he 
says. “I enjoy the process of understanding a 
community’s needs and developing solutions that 
can aid in their worship and life together. With 
Catholic and Orthodox churches, there is a rich 
history of design that can be drawn from—and 
particularly here at St Michael, where domed 

Byzantine churches are a strong influence on 
the form and iconic decor. It is also rewarding 
to produce images and videos that can help 
communicate the aspirations of a project to the 
community, helping them to catch the vision!”

Beeninga agrees that working on church projects 
is special.

“A project grows with the entire group building it 
along the way,” he says. “The design comes from 
many different sources. I claim I get visions from 
God—and maybe I do! But you have such a wonderful 
community, and I feel blessed to have been welcomed 
into that love you all share with so many. I hope the 
spaces we created serve your needs for generations 
to come.”

Architectural renderings show the new social hall, exterior approach, and downstairs meeting spaces 
that are part of the BOLD FUTURE Construction Project. Renderings and photos courtesy of ATSR.
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TINA BANIA
GRADE 7-8 LANGUAGE ARTS 

Family: My husband Tom 
and I have been married 
25 years and have two 
children. Our daughter, 
Carolyn, is 22 years old 
and lives in Minneapolis. 
Our son, Philip, is 20 
years old and attends 
St. Cloud Technical and 
Community College.

Any Pets? We do not 
have any pets, though 
we had a cat for 15 years.

Go-To Snack: Pretzels or Cheez-its

Free Time: I love to read, scrapbook, 
shop, or binge-watch a new show

Favorite Vacation: Time spent up 
north at our cabin on the lake with 
plenty of sunshine!

The Year Ahead: After spending 25 
years at another Catholic school, 
I can’t wait to be so close to home 
and have a fresh start at St. Michael 
Catholic School.

Advice for Students and Families: 
Take each day as a gift from God. 
Don’t worry and stress about the past or the future.

MELISSA BURKE
GRADE 2

Family: My husband 
Charlie and I have three 
children: Lauren (1st 
grade), Mikayla 
(kindergarten), and 
Connor (age 3).

Any Pets? We do not 
have any pets.

Go-To Snack: Apples 
with peanut butter and 
dark chocolate

Free Time: Reading, 
gardening, baking, and spending time with friends 
and family

Favorite Vacation: This summer our family went to 

New Faces at St. Michael Catholic School
Duluth and explored Gooseberry Falls! We enjoyed 
playing on the rocks in the water and especially loved 
the pool at the hotel.

The Year Ahead: I am looking forward to having my 
own family join such a wonderful school and excited to 
get to know other families in the StMCS community!

Advice for Students and Families: Slow down, be still, 
find God in the present. 

KYLE HENDREN
MIDDLE-LEVEL BAND

Family: I come from a 
family of five, growing up 
in North Branch. Both of 
my parents also work in 

music. 
I have 
an older 
sister, a 
younger 
sister, 
and a 
nephew 
who is 
the life of the family. I also have a 
fiancée from my hometown, Alyssa 
whom I am marrying in October!

Any Pets? We have a cat named 
Gilligan with three extra toes on 
each paw.

Go-To Snack: Granola bars or chips and queso

Free Time: Disc golf and ultimate frisbee; biking, 
camping, and playing guitar; family time, computer 
games, and playing with pets

Favorite Vacation: Our family took a road trip to New 
Mexico when I was in 3rd grade.  We went to see all 
the places my grandpa and his family came from and 
lived before he left to serve in Vietnam. The sights 
were beautiful, especially White Sands National Park.

The Year Ahead: I am very much looking forward to 
teaching in the historic church this school year. I will 
get to meet all the students in the band program, try 
to reach out to those who are not, and become part of 
the St. Michael community!

Advice for Students and Families: Get involved with 
a lot of extracurricular activities throughout your years 
of school; you never know when you’ll meet a new 
best friend. 

CONTINUED ON FACING PAGE

ONE BODY
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ANNE MATHENA
SECRETARY

Family: Husband Kevin 
Mathena and three 
daughters: Lauren 
Whiteford, husband 
Corey and baby Teddy 
(6 months old); Allison 
and boyfriend Kevin 
Ballinger; and Erin and 
boyfriend Aleck Beck

Any Pets? Bettygirl, a 
2-1/2-year-old 1/2 lab and 
1/2 border collie. We 
rescued her during the 
pandemic—actually she rescued us.

Go-To Snack: Popcorn and pretzels

Free Time: In the summer I love to spend the 
weekends on our boat experiencing all of Minnesota’s 

lakes. I love deer hunting and fishing. Any other time 
I love seeing my family and enjoying being a grandma 
for the first time.

Favorite Vacation: Travelling all of Europe when 
I was 18. A trip to Japan to see my sister and brother-
in-law while they lived abroad. A family vacation to 
Washington State a few years ago—the kids loved it.

The Year Ahead: Meeting the wonderful families of 
St. Michael Catholic School. Everyone is so kind and 
welcoming. I’m trying to remember all of the students’ 
names so that I can greet them in the mornings!

Advice to Students and Families: Continue to believe 
in your faith. Be holy, humble, and be a servant leader. 
Show empathy for others. Know that your faith will 
always be there for you especially when you need it 
the most.

INTERESTED IN STMCS? Go to stmcatholicschool.org 
/schedule-a-tour to schedule your visit!

SUMMER AND FALL PHOTO HIGHLIGHTS

From Extreme Faith Camp to Fall Festival to the first School Mass of the the 2022-23 school year, faith and fellowship are always in season 
at St. Michael Catholic Church and School! Photos courtesy of Gabby Ilkka, Patty Washatka, Shelly Zahler, and Jim Thorp.
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We count on the support of our parishioners to sustain our mission and ministries. If you 
support our parish and school, thank you. If you are not yet a regular contributor, please consider a 
weekly or monthly donation. Click DONATE on our homepage, stmcatholicchurch.org/church.
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SUNDAY MASS 
Saturday Vigil 5:00 PM 
Sunday 7:30 AM, 9:00 AM, 11:00 AM, 6:00 PM

WEEKDAY MASS 
Monday 7:30 AM 
Tuesday 6:30 PM 
Wednesday 7:40 AM (School Mass), 5:30 PM 
Thursday 7:30 AM 
Friday 7:30 AM
Saturday 8:00 AM

RECONCILIATION 
Saturday 8:30-9:30 AM, 4:00-4:45 PM
Sunday 5:00-5:45 PM 
Tuesday 5:30-6:15 PM
Wednesday: 4:30-5:15 PM 
Thursday 8:00-8:30 AM
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INVITE EVERYONE TO MERCY NIGHT
Adoration, praise and worship music, prayer ministry and Confessions. 

Open to all; bring your family, friends and neighbors. Childcare is available!
First Thursdays, 7:00 to 8:00 PM, in the Worship Space

October 6, November 3, December 1, February 2, March 2, May 4


