
Page  1

the ACADEMY
  SUMMER  2011                NEWSLETTER OF THE ACCADEMIA ALFONSIANA                      ROME, ITALY

ACCADEMIA ALFONSIANA: A Redemptorist Graduate Institute of Moral Theology of the Pontifical Lateran University

Several months ago it was 
announced that Father John 
Vargas, C.Ss.R., would be 
leaving the Development 
Office of the Alphonsian 
Academy in order to become 
Procurator General for the 
Redemptorist Congregation.  
While we are sad to see Fr. 
Vargas leave us, we celebrate 
with him in these new and 
exciting responsibilities. In the 
following paragraphs, Father Vargas 
shares some thoughts about his time 
with the Academy.

“When a young man considers a 
vocation to the priesthood, the images 
that fill his mind are of preaching, 
baptizing, celebrating Holy Mass, 
hearing confessions, helping people 
through difficult times or even during 
their last hours on earth - images of the 
priesthood he has been forming since 
childhood. And normally that is what 
one expects life as a religious and priest 
will be.

I would venture to guess that few 
priests ever envision those years of 
prayerful and studious preparation 
leading to a life with working hours 
spent primarily behind a desk (writing 
letters or appeals or articles for a 
newsletter or some other publication) 
or on a plane going somewhere to 
deliver a talk or meet with someone, 
always soliciting help for a special 
cause. I have lost count of the times 

some of my fellow 
Redemptorists have 
asked me if I ever miss 
being in a parish or 
marrying people or 
doing ‘priestly things.’ 
They usually end up 
saying “I don’t think 
I’d like your job!” 
Well, the truth is I 
have loved the ‘job’ I 
have held for the past 

16 years as Director of Public Relations 
and Development for the Alphonsian 
Academy.

When I was asked by the Redemp-
torist Superior General to start a 
development program for the Academy, 
I remember asking him what 
the job would entail.  His answer 
was “Whatever it takes to get it 
going.” I had no earthly idea 
what I was getting into or how 
many blessings Our Redeemer 
had in store for me over the 
coming years. I would like to 
highlight two of the most 
significant blessings. First, the 
awakening of a deep appreci-
ation for my Redemptorist 
heritage in Moral Theology 
grounded in St. Alphonsus 
Liguori, our founder and patron of 
Moral Theologians, and its importance 
in the world today. 

It became even clearer to me that for 
St. Alphonsus morality is not a matter 
of do’s and don’ts, but rather is all about 

our relationship with the 
eternally loving God and 
living our lives in accordance 
with a proper response to 
‘the One Who loved us first.’ 
I saw that this moral life had 
to be nurtured amidst all the 
powers of the world that 

mitigate against it - the lies and false 
hopes that lead us from the only path of 
true life and happiness. And I saw 
clearly that this was precisely the 
mission of the Alphonsian Academy: to 
teach future Catholic Christian leaders 
so they might lead and teach those 
whom God would place in their care. I 
soon saw that mine was not a JOB ... it 
was a MINISTRY and a MISSION!

This newfound realization leads me 
to my second blessing: the people I have 
met over the years - their boundless 
generosity, their deep commitment to 
building the Kingdom of God and, 
most striking, their simple, 
uncomplicated faith and belief in the 
power of prayer.

Realizing that the Academy needed 
help in order to make its gifts available 
even to those of limited means, I began 
to reach out to tell the story of the 
Academy, knowing that if people of 
faith knew what the Academy was 
about, they would respond. And so we 
started the Alphonsian Foundation 
whose main task is to solicit the help 
the Academy needs to carry out its 
great work.

When we sent out our first newsletter 
telling the Academy’s story, I didn’t 
know what to expect. But in answer to 
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Since the last issue of our newsletter The Academy was Winter 2008-2009, you may have been 
wondering what ever happened to the Alphonsian Academy! As you can see, our newsletter is 
finally back on the road and I am happy to say that the Academy itself is moving along quite nicely.

One of the duties of the Director of Public Relations and Development involves publishing the 
Academy’s newsletter. When Father John Vargas was assigned to his new position, his successor 
was named; however, the successor unfortunately became seriously ill and we are now in the 
process of searching for his replacement. In the meantime, Father John has moved into his job as 
Procurator General of our Congregation. Thanking him for his many years of dedicated service, 
in the name of all at the Academy, I wish him well for the future.

As you may have learned by now, a General Chapter of the Redemptorists was held in November 
2009. At that time, Father Michael Brehl, formerly Provincial Superior of the Edmonton-Toronto Province in Canada, was 
elected Superior General of the Redemptorist Congregation. As such, Father Brehl is also Moderator General of the Academy. 
I would like to thank him for the interest he has shown in the Academy during his first year. I am confident that with his help it 
will be possible not just to keep our institution going, but to develop it in various ways.

The challenges we face at the Academy are formidable. Arriving from all over the world, our students have just two years 
to develop a better understanding of Moral Theology in the license program and, for many, another two years to become 
doctors of Moral Theology. This translates into an incredible amount of work for them, but also for our academic and 
administrative staff. Our professors must invest time and money to stay at the top of their areas of study in order to provide the 
quality of education our students expect and deserve. Our library needs to be maintained with the latest, most up-to-date 
materials, and our campus and buildings maintained to provide a comfortable atmosphere for learning and study. We need the 
help of our benefactors throughout the world to accomplish our mission. I thank you for the financial support you provide. 
Along with my colleagues, I pray each day at the morning mass for all our readers - especially those who have requested 
prayers. Please remember us all at the Academy in your own prayers.

Father Martin McKeever, President - Alphonsian Academy 

From the President’s Office...

The Transformation is Complete - New Professors Residences!
You may remember an appeal we made for donations toward the cost of creating seven new rooms for professors working at 

the Academy. Thanks to donations amounting to over $100,000, the project has been completed! (As promised, a memorial 
plaque is in the works to recognize donors who supported this project.) The apartments are now occupied by a truly “Catholic” 
group of professors: a Canadian, an Irishman, a Congolese, a Brazilian and a Sri Lankan. The rooms are in a building detached 
from the academic area of the Academy so that the inhabitants have a sense of distance from their daily work. They are also fully 
en suite and close to our lovely monastery garden. Apart from the generosity of our donors, this project was possible thanks to 
the support of  former Superior Fr. Joseph Tobin and the former Rector Fr. Josè Darci, to both of whom we are eternally grateful.

“When I finish work in the evening, I 
walk away from the mountains of paper 
in my office and head across the garden 
to my lovely new room to which there is 
strictly no admittance for academic or 
administrative work of any kind - a 
blessing from God!” Father Martin 
McKeever, C.Ss.R., Academy President.

“Upon my arrival 
in Rome to take 
up my post as a 
professor at the 

Alphonsian Academy, the 
room to which I was 
assigned was beautifully 
designed and comfortably 
furnished. My sincere 
thanks to all who made 
this possible.” Father 
Nestor Basunga, C.Ss.R., 
Professor of Systematic 
Moral Theology.

One of the rooms before 
remodeling (pictured right) & 

after (far right & bottom right)

The Monastery Garden 
(pictured right)
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“Pope John Paul II once commented on the big concert 
barrier built by the Israelites in Bethlehem: ‘Bridges are 
needed, not walls.’ Bridges are an important means of 
communication and have become very symbolic in my life.

I was born into a Catholic family in China, where the faith 
experiences are very different compared to those 
of the Christian world. I was baptized secretly by 
my father as a baby, since no priest was available 
for the Sacraments in the early 1970s. The only 
prayers my family knew were the ‘Our Father’, 
the ‘Hail Mary’ and the ‘Glory Be.’ We are a family 
of four. My parents, sister and I would every time 
offer up exactly ten million of each of those three 
prayers for any intentions such as for the poor, 
the sick, or family unity. After one intention, my 
father would choose another one. We would 
record the number of prayers that we had prayed individually 
or together each day in a notebook. After years, there was a big 
stack of notebooks filled with dates, names and numbers. 
Those books served as bridges for our communication and 

encouragement of faith in 
difficult times. It was 
amazing to see that with 
access to neither priests 
nor Eucharist, faith still 
holds on. God’s grace is 
not limited to the 
Sacraments. 

Growing up in an 
environment where not 
even one of my classmates 
or neighbors was Catholic, 
I dared not mention my 
faith to anyone except at 
home. God was my family 
God. The turning point 
came one evening in my 
university dormitory.

When there was an electricity blackout, eight of us 
roommates gathered around a lighted candle, chit-chatting in 
darkness and waiting for the return of the current. To my 
surprise, one of them asked me something about the Catholic 
faith. It sounded as if he knew I was a Catholic! I quickly and 

quietly gave him a vague answer and tried to 
change the topic. Yet he seemed to have endless 
questions on faith and religion. Slowly I walked 
out of shyness and fear and realized unconsciously 
I had raised up my voice. Observing the candle 
flame jumping in front of those faces, I believe the 
Spirit was working. A long ‘religious session’ from 
evening till midnight went on. Before we wished 
each other good night, most of them acknowledged 
that the Catholic faith sounded good and 
reasonable; only one expressed doubt. For the first 

time I had experienced the great joy of proclaiming the Good 
News. That night I could not sleep. I knew deep down that 
though many Chinese do not profess any faith, they are good 
people with the same conscience endowed by the Father. It is 
only that they lack the opportunity to get in touch with the 
Good News. They need a bridge to lead them to faith. From 
then, I shifted my dream from building bridges as a civil 
engineer to building bridges in the spiritual realm.

It is awesome to study at the Alphonsian Academy! I have 
benefitted from both its professional spirit and its fraternity. 
In pursuing my thesis, my moderator, Fr. McKeever, has 
taught me by example how to ‘hold the hand of the readers’, 
moving forward step by step, sentence by sentence to reach 
the goal. The way to the doctorate is like walking on a 
suspension bridge - narrow and shaky - but Father McKeever 
inspired me and guided me through.

The Academy has made me appreciate very much the 
importance of Moral Theology. It has motivated me to build 
up a spiritual bridge and it has equipped me with the tools to 
do it - a bridge especially for my non-Christian friends - to get 
in touch with the Good News in concrete daily issues; a bridge 
towards true happiness and self-realization which God has 
designed for each of His children.”

Meet Alphonsian Academy Doctoral Student Father Peter Zhang, C.D.D.

our prayers, our friends generously 
responded. Sixteen years later we still 
have some of our very loyal ‘charter 
supporters’ helping the mission of the 
Academy. We have had - thank God - 
so many generous friends respond over 
the years. Yet there are always those 
special ‘events’ that remain forever 
etched in my mind.

I will never forget getting a prayer 
request from what seemed like an 
elderly lady a few months after we 
began asking for help for the Academy. 
The spidery writing was very difficult to 

read but I finally made it out. It said: 
“Pray for me. I am alone.” In the 
envelope with the prayer slip was an old 
wadded-up dollar bill. I am sure it was a 
sacrifice for her to send us that dollar. I 
was so moved by the simple faith and 
cry for help from that lovely lady! I still 
have that dollar. It sits in my room and 
is a constant reminder to me to pray for 
our benefactors. 

I remember another now long-time 

Fr. Vargas could always depend on friends like 
Fr. Sam Maranto, C.Ss.R., of Baton Rouge, 
Louisiana, for ‘support’ in sticky situations.

(continued on page 8)

(continued from cover)

Fr. Zhang on Mount Nebo, Jordan, 
Oct. 2005, on the site from which 

Moses saw the Promised Land.
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Sharing the World with Alphonsian Alumni - Episcopal Announcements

... And the sad news ...
Fr. Abdon Josol, 
C.Ss.R., ended his battle 
with lung cancer on Dec. 
20, 2009. Fr. Josol was 
the first Filipino Local 
Superior in Tacloban 

and the first Provincial Superior for 
Cebu. He attended the Alphonsian 
Academy in 1981 and obtained his 
doctorate in Moral Theology in 1986.

Bishop Mateus Feliciano 
Tomás of Namibe, 
Angola, was killed in an 
automobile accident on 
Oct. 30, 2010. Bishop 

Tomás attended the Alphonsian 
Academy in 1991 and obtained his 
licentiate in 1993 and his doctorate 
in Moral Theology in 1996. He was 
appointed Bishop for the Diocese of 
Namibe on July 5, 2009.

INTRODUCING: 
Some former students from across the globe!

Rev. Sr. (Dr.) Veronica Mary Ifunanyachukwu Igwe, D.M.M.M.
“I was born in Nigeria 49 years ago in the same month and year my religious congregation (Daughters of 

Mary Mother of Mercy) was founded. Born to be a Mercy Sister, I was the last of five children of my parents, 
Damian and Monica Igwe. I entered my congregation in 1981, made my first religious profession on Epiphany 
1985 and was sent for further studies in Rome in 1986. I studied at Regina Mundi and obtained a Masters 
Degree in Religious Science, went home and worked in different capacities - namely as a novice Directress 
and pioneer Principal of a new model secondary school (St. Maria Goretti Girl’s Secondary School, Umudioka, 
Orlu, Imo State, Nigeria). I made my final profession on my 31st birthday - Dec. 12, 1992.

The authorities of my congregation sent me back to Rome to study Moral Theology and be in a position to advise and help 
in the moral formation and direction of our religious family and Church. I obtained a Bachelors Degree in Theology in June 
1997 at the Lateran University and proceeded to the Alphonsian Academy in Sept. 1997 to begin my main course in Moral 
Theology. I met only one familiar face on my arrival - that of Prof. Sean Cannon who taught me Canon Law at Regina Mundi. 
Just as I was getting ready to begin studies after the summer holidays, my eldest sister Lucy died in Nigeria and I had to travel 
home for her funeral. I arrived back in October when lectures had already begun. I started with apologies for being late to all 

(continued on page 5)

Fridolin Ambongo 
Besungu, O.F.M. Cap., 
was appointed Apostolic 
Administrator of Kole, 
Dem. Rep. of Congo, on 
Oct. 30, 2008. (Alphonsian 

Academy doctorate/1995.)

Christopher Charles Prowse 
was installed as Bishop of 
Sale, Australia, on July 15, 
2009. (Alphonsian Academy 
doctorate/1995.)

Valentine Tsamma Seane 
was ordained Bishop of 
Gaborone, Botswana, on 
Apr. 25, 2009. (Alphonsian 
Academy licentiate/2001.)

Róbert Bezák, C.Ss.R., 
was ordained Archbishop 
of Trnava, Slovakia, on 
June 6, 2009. (Alphonsian 
Academy licentiate/1993.)

José Mazuelos Pérez was 
ordained Bishop of Jerez 
de la Frontera, Spain, on 
June 6, 2009. (Alphonsian 
Academy licentiate/1995, 
doctorate/1999.)

José Benedito Simão was 
appointed Bishop of Assis, 
Sao Paulo, Brazil, on June 
24, 2009. (Alphonsian 
Academy licentiate/1988, 
doctorate/1991.)

Joseph Kariyil was 
installed as Bishop of 
Cochin, India, on July 
5, 2009. (Alphonsian 
Academy licentiate/1980, 
doctorate/1983.)

Franco Mulakkal 
(Aippunny) was 
ordained as Auxiliary 
Bishop of Delhi, India, 
and Titular Bishop of 
Chullu on Feb. 21, 2009. 
(Alphonsian Academy licentiate/1999, 
doctorate/2001.)

Manuel da Silva Rodrigues 
Linda was ordained 
Auxiliary Bishop of Braga, 
Portugal, and Titular Bishop 
of Casae Medianae on 

Sept. 20, 2009. (Alphonsian Academy 
licentiate/1990.)
Eliseo Antonio Ariotti 
was appointed Apostolic 
Nuncio to Paraguay on 
Nov. 5, 2009. (Alphonsian 
Academy licentiate/1974, 
doctorate/1984.) 

Constancio Miranda 
Wechmann was installed 
Archbishop for the 
Archdiocese of Chihuahua, 
Mexico, on Nov. 19, 2009. 

(Alphonsian Academy licentiate/1989.)

Giovanni D’Ercole, F.D.P., 
was ordained Auxiliary 
Bishop of L’Aquila, Italy, 
and Titular Bishop of 
Dusa on Dec. 12, 2009. 
(Alphonsian Academy 
doctorate/1987.)
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the professors whose courses I had chosen. Another hurdle I had to go through was getting used to being in the midst of priests. 
In a class of nearly a hundred, I was the only woman religious. Once the bell sounded for break I would rush out as quickly as I 
could to my hiding place - one of the single study rooms beside our lecture hall. Before long my classmates found out about my 
secret corner and would follow me as soon as I left class. That brought an end to my hiding and gradually they made me feel at 
home in their midst. I was the darling of the group and I did enjoy every bit of my stay with my colleagues.

I am proud to say that I received proper and adequate theological formation at the Academy.  I continue to be grateful to all 
the staff for how they made my study sojourn enjoyable and successful. Prof. Cannon made an invaluable contribution to my 
success at the Academy. He was like a father to me and gave me very useful advice throughout my time at the Academy. He 
moderated my thesis on ‘Human Sexuality as an Indispensable Factor in Interpersonal Relationships: Ethical Implications’.

I enjoyed Prof. Brian Johnstone’s course on Peace and War in the Christian Tradition, a course I feel is relevant to our day of 
constant wars all over the world. Prof. Sabatino Majorano was an interesting professor and his lectures were very inspiring. 
Under the able leadership of Prof. Bruno Hidber, a seasoned, conscientious and disciplined religious, I worked hard to learn and 
produced solid dissertations. The Secretary General of the Academy, Mrs. Danielle Gros, with her cheerful disposition, very 
often made my heavy burdens light. I am grateful to her for being the nice lady she is. The Library staff was also very helpful at 
all times. I worked very closely with Prof. Stephen Rehrauer, my chief moderator - a principled and dedicated priest - and Prof. 
Johnstone, to produce a doctoral thesis titled ‘Celibate Chastity as a Moral Living out of Human Sexuality in Interpersonal 
Relationships: A Theological Evaluation’ which was judged excellent by the board. I successfully defended my work on April 2, 
2001.

I have not enjoyed the best of health since I left the Academy. I have been in and out of the hospital with a long-term medical 
condition (Lupus) that has hampered my practice of the excellent subjects I have learned over the years. However, I assure you 
that I am still doing Moral Theology in my present condition because pain and suffering is a very good way of testing out the 
moral standards of the human person. I thank God I am much better now and I ask you all to remember me in your daily 
prayers. I live in England presently (Diocese of Leeds) where I am engaged with pastoral work in the Church and school. I wish 
my alma mater a continuous vibrant and steady progress in forming future leaders of the Church and of our faith in Jesus Christ, 
because sine scientia, ars nihil est (without knowledge, skill is lacking).”

Fr. Jim McDonough, Diocese of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 
USA

“I began studies at the Alphonsian 
Academy in October 1983 after having 
received the STB degree from the Gregorian 
University in June of that year. I was ordained 
June 23, 1984, for the Diocese of Pittsburgh 
by then Bishop Anthony J. Bevilaqua who 
later became Cardinal Archbishop of 
Philadelphia. I served as a parochial vicar for 
that summer of 1984 and then returned to Rome to complete 
my Licentiate degree at ‘the Alfonsiana’. My tesina was on 
ordinary and extraordinary means for prolonging life and my 
moderator was Fr. Terence Kennedy. I received my Licentiate 
from the Alfonsiana in June 1985 and then returned to the 
Diocese of Pittsburgh where I was assigned to another parish 
as Parochial Vicar for the customary time period of five years. 
During that assignment, I also became confessor to the sisters 
at a home for handicapped children.

My next assignment began in June 1990 to another parish 
as Parochial Vicar and I also was made Sacramental Chaplain 
of the neighboring hospital. After one year at that assignment 
I was sent back to Rome to study Canon Law and so studied at 
the Angelicum from 1991 to 1993 where I earned the JCL 
degree. I then returned to the Diocese of Pittsburgh and in 
July 1993 began to serve in the Tribunal as Defender of the 
Bond and later became a judge. I have been working full time 

(Both continued on page 6)

(Introducing ... Sister Veronica Igwe - continued)

Msgr. David Bohr, Diocese of Scranton, Pennsylvania, USA
Msgr. David Bohr was born Aug. 26, 1946, 

and grew up in Moscow, Pennsylvania, a 
small town south of Scranton. After 
graduating from high school, he attended St. 
Charles College in Catonsville, Maryland. 
Msgr. Bohr currently serves as Pastor of St. 
Peter’s Cathedral in the Diocese of Scranton, 
Pennsylvania.

“In 1966, I was sent to Rome to attend the Pontifical Roman 
Major Seminary and received a Bachelors of Philosophy from 
the Lateran University in 1968. I was then transferred to the 
North American College and the Gregorian University, where 
I obtained a License in Dogmatic Theology in 1972 after 
having been ordained on Dec. 11, 1971. After two years of 
parochial, chancery and Catholic high school work in the 
Diocese of Scranton, I returned to Rome and earned a 
Doctorate in Moral Theology summa cum laude at the 
Academia Alfonsiana in 1977.

My dissertation was entitled Evangelization in America. I 
sought to demonstrate how our lived faith-response to the 
grace of Christ, namely, the life in the Spirit proclaimed by the 
Gospel, is the true foundation of the Christian moral life. It 
constitutes apt subject matter for a theology of Christian 
living, which the Second Vatican Council in reality called for 
when it mandated the renewal of Moral Theology.

For 30 years I have been primarily involved in ministerial 
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at the Tribunal since my return from Rome in 1993.
During these past 16 years I have been assigned to live at 

several parishes and at those parishes celebrated Masses on 
weekdays, Sundays and Holy Days. From January 2006 until 
July 2007 I was also assigned as Administrator of Parish while 
still working full time in the Tribunal. From July 2007 until 
September 2007 I was the first ‘Sacramental Minister’ in the 
history of the Diocese of Pittsburgh as part of a pilot program 
for Parish Life Collaborator ministry.

I have seen the importance of a foundation in Moral 
Theology I received at the Alphonsian Academy in my writing 
of homilies, in counseling and in teaching. I am very grateful 
for all of the professors who taught me from 1983 through 
1985.”

(Introducing ... Father Jim McDonough - continued)

Fr. Charles Rowe, Diocese of Kansas City-St. Joseph, 
Missouri, USA

“I am Fr. Charles Rowe, a priest of the 
Diocese of Kansas City-St. Joseph, located in 
the northwest corner of Missouri in the center 
of the American heartland. I was born in 
Kansas City, Missouri, and raised in nearby 
Excelsior Springs. I was baptized, com-
municated, and confirmed at St. Ann Parish; 

my parents ensured that I attended the catechetical classes at 
the parish and also got me to serve as an altar boy. The latter 
activity helped inspire the vocation to the priesthood in my 
heart. 

The influences of school, peers, and culture led me to 
pursue a career in electrical engineering. But after several 
years of studies in the field, the Lord moved me to revisit the 
possibility of a priestly vocation. Providentially, I was then 
studying at a university with a superb Catholic student center 
on campus. Through prayer, spiritual direction, the support of 
good friends, and numerous other factors, I returned to my 
home diocese and was accepted as a seminarian; I then entered 
the seminary at St. Meinrad in southern Indiana. During these 
crucial years of formation, the Benedictine motto ora et labora 
(pray and work) acquired much importance for me. I grew in 
my appreciation and admiration for the intellectual dimension 
of priestly life and felt a strong desire to pursue further studies 
after ordination. After several years of formation, I graduated 
and was ordained to the priesthood on May 22, 1999.

In June 1999, I was assigned as parochial vicar to Our Lady 
of the Presentation, a large suburban parish southeast of 
Kansas City. My three years of service there exposed me to a 
wide variety of pastoral experiences, thereby helping make the 
connection between theology and life.

My bishop, Raymond Boland, had been most receptive to 
my wish for further studies and assigned me to begin work on 
a doctorate at the Alphonsian Academy in summer 2002. I 
arrived in Rome for the first time in my life in late June, just in 
time for the Solemnity of Peter and Paul. On a humorous note, 

the most vivid memory of my first liturgy at St. Peter’s Basilica 
was the unbearable heat! 

Shortly thereafter I left for Florence to begin intense studies 
of the bella lingua (beautiful language) that would fill my ears 
in the halls of the Academy in the years ahead.

Classes at the Academy commenced in October 2002. My 
favorite was a Bioethics course taught by Fr. Maurizio Faggioni. 
His comprehensive knowledge of the subject, combined with 
an engaging lecture style, made this most relevant of topics 
come alive for me. Fr. Faggioni graciously agreed to become 
the director of my license thesis on the topic of living wills and 
advance directives, though he cautioned me that - unlike 
engineering, where so much is black and white - in Moral 
Theology, there is a lot of gray! He would later serve as the 
moderator of my doctoral thesis on the topic of the diocesan 
bishop’s responsibility to critically ill patients in Catholic 
hospitals.

With the assistance of Fr. Faggioni, the sympathetic and 
helpful collaboration of the second reader, Fr. Sean Cannon, 
and the cooperation of Bishop Boland and his successor, 
Bishop Robert Finn, I was able to finish my doctoral thesis in 
June 2006.

Currently, I pastor two small parishes in northwest 
Missouri: Holy Trinity in Weston and Twelve Apostles in 
Platte City. I also sit as the Bishop’s liaison on the Ethics 
Committee of a local Catholic hospital, a position where my 
theological expertise has proved very useful. I remain most 
grateful to the Alphonsian Academy for my many wonderful 
experiences there. The Academy provided a very warm and 
hospitable atmosphere; at the same time, the diversity of the 
student body and the great erudition of the faculty inspired 
me to pursue my studies with dedication, thereby gaining a 
much better appreciation of the depth and wealth of the 
Catholic moral tradition. My years there have made me a 
better Catholic and a better priest.”

formation, teaching, diocesan administration, and 
evangelization programming (both on the diocesan and 
national levels). My assignments have included serving as 
Diocesan Director of the Office for Continuing Education of 
Priests (1978-89); Vice-Rector/Academic Dean (1988-90) and 
Rector (1990-2004) of St. Pius X Seminary, Dalton, 
Pennsylvania (college, pre-theology program); founding 
Director (1984-88) and fourth Director (1995-2004) of the 
Diocesan Pastoral Formation Institute; as well as founding 
Director of the Diocesan Permanent Diaconate Formation 
Program (1988-2004).

I have also been teaching courses in Christian formation 
and Moral Theology in all the above venues over the same 
time period. From 2004 to 2007, I served as Academic Dean of 
the North American College, Rome, and also taught Theology 
part-time at the Gregorian University.”

(Introducing ... Msgr. David Bohr - continued)
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(Introducing ... former students ... continued)

Msgr. Frank H. Rossi, Archdiocese of Galveston-Houston, 
Texas, USA

Msgr. Frank H. Rossi was born in Chicago, Illinois; 
however, his father was soon transferred to Texas by his 
employer and the family moved to a small town south of 
Houston called Alvin. 

During Msgr. Rossi’s senior 
year in high school, he was elected 
to the diocesan youth board at 
which time he got to know the 
priests, very joyfully and actively 
committed to their Catholic faith. 
It was then that the thought of a priestly vocation took root. 

Msgr. Rossi was ordained a priest of the Archdiocese of 
Galveston-Houston in 1983 and earned his licentiate degree 
summa cum laude from the Alphonsian Academy in 1984. At 
the time, his bishop had told him that he would return to his 
diocese for three years of parish ministry and then return to 
the Alphonsian Academy to complete the doctorate and 
embark on a career as a seminary professor. But things don’t 
always turn out as planned.

After serving two years as assistant pastor, Msgr. Rossi was 
appointed by the bishop to serve as his Vice Chancellor and 
Priest Secretary. He was simultaneously appointed Adjunct 
Professor of Systematic Theology at St. Mary Seminary, 
Houston. In 1994 he had to relinquish his teaching position 
when he was appointed Vicar General, Moderator of the Curia 
and Chancellor - positions he held until 2006. At that time he 
was named Pastor of St. Michael Church, Houston, while 
continuing as Vicar General. These remain his present 
canonical assignments.

“There can be no doubt that the Academia Alfonsiana 
prepared me well for my priestly life and ministry. Though I 
had mentally prepared myself to be a seminary professor, the 
education that I received at the Alfonsiana has proven 
invaluable in my archdiocesan and parish ministries.”

Msgr. Rossi studied under Fr. Bernard Häring, who 
directed his licentiate dissertation. During his two years at the 
Academy, Msgr. Rossi spent some unique time with Fr. Häring, 
who taught him not only how to think from a moral 
perspective, but equally how to be open to the transforming 
presence of Christ in his life and ministry. “Fr. Häring became 
a true spiritual director for me,” Msgr. Rossi stated. “I 
remember telling him after completing my degree that the 
study of Moral Theology has left me with a longing to study 
Spiritual Theology, as the moral life is sustainable only through 
a solid spirituality. His response to me was short: ‘You have 
learned well!’”

For the last 20 years, Msgr. Rossi has served on the Ethics 
Committees of numerous hospitals in the Houston area, 
including Baylor College of Medicine - Texas Medical Center. 
Msgr. Rossi summed it up well, “My two years at the Academia 
Alfonsiana have graced my 25 years of priestly ministry.”

Fr. Robert Smith, Diocese of Rockville Center, New York, 
USA

Fr. Robert Smith was born in Brooklyn, New York, in May 
1955, and ordained to the priesthood for the Diocese of 
Rockville Center on May 14, 1983.

“In 1989, my bishop asked if I would 
consider leaving parish ministry for a time 
to study Moral Theology at the Alphonsian 
Academy and then return to teach in our 
diocesan seminary, the Seminary of the 
Immaculate Conception in Huntington, 
NY. Most happily, I accepted the invitation 
and began my studies at the ‘Alfonsiana’ in 
October of that same year, while living at 
the Casa Santa Maria in Rome. I was 
awarded my License of Moral Theology in 
1991 and my Doctorate in 1993. 

As I think back to my time at the Academy, I have many 
rich memories - all connected to both the overall excellence of 
the academic program and the dedication, expertise and 
pastoral sensitivity of so many of the Academy's professors. 

While I could name many of those professors, four stand 
out in my mind: Fr. Sean Cannon, Fr. Bruno Hidber, Fr. 
Dennis Billy (who assisted me greatly in the composition of 
my tesina) and Fr. Brian Johnstone (who directed my 
dissertation work with the best of guidance and patience). I 
researched and wrote on the topic of mandatory HIV testing, 
exploring the way in which the Catholic moral tradition's 
wisdom might be applied to that contemporary matter. 

During the next 10 years (1993-2003), I had the great 
privilege of teaching at the Seminary of the Immaculate 
Conception. I taught both seminarians and women and men 
studying at the Seminary in its Master of Arts program. In 
addition, I had the good fortune of assisting in the overall 
formation of the seminarians and of serving for six years as 
the Seminary's Academic Dean. I also enjoyed the privilege of 
offering a fair number of occasional talks, workshops and 
seminars on varied moral matters throughout the diocese. 
Topping all of that off, I was most fortunate during that time 
to serve a parish community on weekends.

In the spring of 2003, my bishop asked me to become the 
Pastor of St. James Church in Setauket. While I had enjoyed 
my time at the Seminary and all it entailed tremendously, I 
had always hoped to return, at length, to full-time parish 
ministry, and so I welcomed Bishop Murphy's request 
wholeheartedly. The six years since have been filled with many 
blessings - more than I could have anticipated - and I look 
forward eagerly to the future. I am particularly grateful for the 
‘unique’ opportunities presented by parish life - some of which 
include celebrating all of the Church's liturgies: Sundays, 
weekdays, baptisms, weddings, funerals, meeting with and 
coming to know parishioners preparing for the celebration of 
sacraments or the burial of a loved one, participating in the 
religious education of our young people, contributing to the 
parish's care for those in need.”

Fr. Rossi with his parents, 
Henry & Doris Rossi



Page  8

Well folks, it’s finally happened - I’ve been asked to 
write an article about myself. (I have successfully avoided 
that for quite some time!) While I would much rather 
write about our incredibly generous Academy benefactors 
or Liguori’s beautiful grounds (or pretty much anything 
other than myself),  Fr. Martin McKeever, Academy 
President, has asked me to let our readers know who’s ‘holding 
down the fort’ in the United States while the search for Fr. 
Vargas’s successor is underway.

Sooo ... here’s a little about me:  I was born August 28, 
1960, in Festus, Missouri, USA, to Ted and Joyce Vessell (who 
still live about five minutes from my office). I’ve always 
enjoyed living in our small town in the middle of the ‘Bible-
belt’ with a church on every corner. My husband, Aaron, and 
I met while he was employed as Director of Biology for a 
testing laboratory in St. Louis and I worked as a department 
secretary for the same company. God has blessed us with two 
amazing children, 23-year-old Dennis and 15-year-old Emily.

After Emily was born, I continued to work as a secretary 
for several different companies until September 1998 when I 
finally found a home with the Alphonsian Foundation. The 
beautiful ‘city’ of Liguori actually comprises approx. 100 acres 
with a United States Post Office, St. Clement Health Center, 
Redemptoristine Convent, Redemptorist Monastery, and 
Liguori Publications. (The Academy rents office space for the 
Alphonsian Foundation inside the Publications house.)

I believe the Alphonsian Foundation and my former boss, 
Fr. Vargas, came to me directly from Heaven. Admittedly, I 

didn’t know much about fund-raising when I 
was hired, but I did know how to be a good 
secretary, I really needed a job, and I was 
especially happy to find work close to home and 
my then three-year-old daughter. My daily 
duties include recording and acknowledging 

donations, creating mailings that share the Academy’s mission 
with the ‘outside world’, searching for grant money, and 
putting together The Academy newsletter. Over the past almost 
13 years, I’ve become friends with many of our donors, like 
Mary in Connecticut, Father Bob in Texas, and dear Father 
Rothwell in Massachusetts. I would never have guessed that a 
job could touch my heart the way this one has.

Working for and with Fr. John Vargas has been an amazing 
experience. His enthusiasm for the Church and determination 
to be everything he can for Christ and the Academy is truly 
contagious. I will very much miss working with him. 

When Fr. Vargas told me he was leaving the Development 
Office, I was a bit nervous about what the future would hold. 
While I was assured my office was secure, I wondered “how 
could the Academy possibly find another man like Fr. John 
Vargas?” Only with God’s help! Please pray for us. Pray for Fr. 
McKeever as he handles so many additional responsibilities in 
the interim. Pray for our mission and ministry and for our 
future. The Academy has been richly blessed with so many 
generous friends and benefactors! I have no doubt that God 
has an outstanding Development Director chosen already and 
a wonderful future planned for the Alphonsian Academy.

From the Foundation Office ... by Joyce Pyle
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(Fr. John Vargas - continued from page three)
friend and benefactor, ‘Mary Jo’ from 
Texas. I called her once to thank her 
personally for her support and it was 
everything I could do to convince her it 
was really me calling her! Mary Jo just 
gave without expecting anything in 
return ... not even a thanks! I will never 
forget that.

In Baton Rouge, Louisiana, a group 
of faith-filled friends who had visited 
the Academy several years ago became 
personally convinced of its 
importance to the Church. 
Through their efforts, a benefit 
gala was arranged and enough 
funds were raised to establish 
several student scholarships. I 
could go on and on: Msgr. H. 
from New York, Michael G. from 
California, Barbara from Indiana 
... the Lord has filled us with 
blessings!

After 16 years at the Alphonsian 
Academy, I was asked by the Superior 
General of the Redemptorists to accept 
the office of Procurator General. The 
Procurator General is the official 
representative or ambassador of the 
Redemptorists to the Holy See.

As I end my service with the 
Academy, I find that I am unable to 
sufficiently express my gratitude to Our 
Redeemer for the blessings He has 
bestowed on the Academy and on me.

I thank each and every one of our 
family of benefactors. I know that 
Our Mother of Perpetual Help will 
be always interceding for you and 
Our Redeemer will constantly bless 
you.”


