C H R I S T T H E K I N G S E M I N A R Y | I S S U E 1 | M AY 2 0 16

FROM EQUATIONS
TO ENCOUNTERS
The Journey of Father Staak

THE POWER OF

PRAISE AND WORSHIP

A NEVER-AGAIN
EXPERIENCE AT

AUSCHWITZ

SPEAKING VOLUMES:

THE CKS LIBRARY

InFormation Magazine Issue 1 • May 2016

1

St. Amelia

PRESIDENT’S PAGE

St. Amelia was a noblewoman
who lived in Belgium in the
eighth century. Legends say that
there was instant healing of her
arm that had been broken, and
that she crossed a lake on the
back of a giant sturgeon. This is
why she is officially a patron of
farmers and fishermen and for
healing injuries of the arms and
shoulders. She is often invoked
by young people struggling to
remain faithful to Jesus. Her
feast day is July 10.
This mosaic of St. Amelia is
one of more than 50 mosaics
on the seminary campus. It
was designed and crafted
by Aleksandra Kasuba using
ceramic tile and stone.

A message from Rev. Joseph C. Gatto
President-Rector, Christ the King Seminary

FORMED IN HIS IMAGE
As President-Rector of Christ the King Seminary it is a
pleasure to personally welcome you to the first edition of
our new magazine—InFormation. Within these pages,
we hope to provide you with an inside look at all that is
happening on the seminary campus; introducing you
to our incredibly dedicated faculty, staff, students and the
countless individuals who make up the Christ the King
community. Even more so, to share with you how God is at
work through the formation process, preparing ordained and
lay leaders to serve the people of God today and well into the
future. I welcome you to InFormation.

“In the Gospels we hear
continual examples from
our Lord about the life
of a disciple through
references that say,
‘Come with me to an outof-the-way place and I
will refresh you, teach
you, form you, send you.’”

In many ways Christ the King Seminary is that out-of-the-way
place where the Word of God comes alive, the richness of
theology is studied, and students are formed by grace to be
disciples and ministers of Word and Sacrament. Our mission
by the side of a lake in East Aurora is to provide a place for our students, retreatants, and visitors of all kinds to
encounter the Lord and thus be formed in the image of the One who came to serve.
After the apostles spent time with the Lord in a quiet place, he then sent them out to preach the Good News.
Our diocese and the wider church are blessed to have such a place as this in Christ the King Seminary, where
ministers are formed by the love of Christ and sent forth to be salt and light for the world!
The beauty of our understanding of our call to holiness and discipleship is that we are all “InFormation.” As
followers of Christ we are all called to continually renew ourselves spiritually, educationally and pastorally,
as we strive to grow in the image and likeness of he who formed us first. I invite you to join us on this continual
journey of being formed for Christ and in Christ. Join us for a class, a workshop, a tour of the campus, a retreat,
or a weekend liturgy with our seminarians and clergy—and know first-hand what it means to be "InFormation!"
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In movies, the screen gets all wavy to indicate a
flashback. Apply that effect here and it is especially
appropriate because when we find a young John Staak,
he is on a boat—a nuclear sub to be exact. He arrived
there by way of Augusta, Georgia where he grew up a
mile from the famous golf course. His childhood was
typical in a good way. He went to church, did his
homework, served as an altar boy and watched as
neighborhood priests stopped in his home for a
sandwich and a visit on a regular basis. He attended
Georgia Tech, joined the Navy and served as a
submarine officer for five years. As his service
wound down, he began searching for a job where
he could apply his experience in ceramic engineering.
He eventually landed a job in North Carolina in his
chosen profession.
But the search didn’t really end there.
Somewhere along the line, he read a book called “What
Color is Your Parachute” and took its assessment to
help determine his priorities in life. God was at the top
of the list.

DYNAMIC

JOURNEY

of Father John Staak, OMI

People come to the church in different ways—through trials of fire, crises of
conscience and questions of purpose. Few come underwater. Or over lunch.
But that is essentially how Father John Staak came to the church—and
eventually to Christ the King.
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But as often happens, John didn’t answer the call right
away. But God kept calling. His lunch hour at work
consisted of daily Mass and a sandwich. He sat in the
last pew and listened to the Irish priest who eventually
reached out and invited the young man in the last row
to dinner. And over the course of a few months and
numerous dinners, John Staak began to realize it was
the religious life he had been searching for all along.
Eventually, he was drawn to the Oblates of Mary
Immaculate and their missionary focus. In Zambia and
South Africa, Italy and England, Texas and Buffalo, he
could apply both his engineering background to help
people in their daily lives and his missionary calling to
help them in even bigger ways.
While his travels took him all over the world, his
focus remained on smaller, more personal interactions
and how they can bring people closer to God. You don’t
have to talk to Father John very long before you realize
his passion for something he refers to as the “Dynamics
of Encounter.”

Christ the King represented a place that brought
together his passions. With a choice of seminaries
where he could have settled, Father John chose Christ
the King because of the large Oblate community in the
Buffalo area and the energy surrounding Father Gatto
and the changes that were beginning at the seminary.
The question mark that had hung over the fate of
Christ the King for almost a decade was replaced with
a firm commitment not only to keep it open, but to
thoroughly revitalize it. It proved to be an ideal union.
Medium sized with a faculty-to-student ratio of 6 to
1, as opposed to 20 to 1 at larger seminaries around
the country, Christ the King provides Father John, on a
daily basis, more personal interaction with seminarians,
the members of his order, the faculty and the members
of the faith. More dynamics of encounter. More
chances for a small seminary to teach the larger Church
how things can be done. More chances to bring people
closer to God.
And it offers the opportunity to apply his old
engineering experience when the plumbing needs
an occasional repair.
Because you learn a thing or two on
a nuclear submarine.

As he explains it, in every encounter, there is a
horizontal relationship going on between the
participants: the visible, the emotional, the tangible
and intangible. But, there is also a vertical relationship
present, between the people and God. Father John
wanted to study and teach about these dynamics and
to use them, in the New Evangelization, to reawaken
people to the faith.
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AMONG the

STACKS
In the movie Ghostbusters, Dr. Ray Stantz, played by
Harold Ramis, comments on one of New York City’s
library’s books, which have been piled in the aisles
as a sign of paranormal activity. “Symmetrical book
stacking,” he says with scientific fascination. To which
Bill Murray’s Dr. Peter Venkman responds, “You’re
right, no human being would stack books like this.”
What does any of this have to do with Christ the King?
It’s our metaphor for how truly unique the CKS library
is. So let’s ask ourselves…How would a human being
go about it?
If you were to stack the books at Christ the King’s
library, it would be larger—made up of more books
than virtually any other similar library. Compared
to other seminaries and even to other general
Catholic colleges, Christ the King’s collection is
extremely comprehensive.
It would also be stacked more narrowly but much
deeper than other libraries. It is a collection that
is focused almost exclusively on theology and
philosophy—highly detailed and scholarly. You
might not find the latest Stephen King on Christ the
King’s shelves, but you will find volumes that you
would be hard pressed to find elsewhere.

Among its hidden treasures are the Bray Collection,
a rare assortment of titles compiled and donated by
Monsignor Bray, who had a personal interest in the
spiritual and missionary history of the Niagara frontier
and the Ontario region.
The library is a beacon for serious scholars in the area,
throughout the country and around the world. At any
given time, you can find a seminary student in a quiet
chair absorbed in one of its volumes. And thanks to the
busy inter-library loan system, at the same time, you
may also find scholars from Harvard and Yale or even
a doctoral student in Western Australia doing
the same.
total print volumes
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0
Immaculate
Conception
Seminary, NY
55,000 volumes
(mostly theology)
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Christ the
King Seminary
160,000
volumes
(mostly theology)

Canisius
College
300,000
volumes

(all subjects)
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PRAISE AND

WORSHIP
THROUGH

MUSIC

In the years surrounding the Great Depression and World War II, two
cousins grew up in the church—both playing the piano and singing in
the church choir. Their paths ran parallel for a while, but eventually
they veered off in different directions. One became Jerry Lee Lewis.
The other, Jimmy Swaggart.
The line that separates secular music from spiritual has
always been sharper in the Catholic Church than in the
southern churches of Jerry Lee and Jimmy. Perhaps
it’s because our Catholic Mass is centered on the
sacraments while their services are dominated by
preaching and music. But whatever the reason, the case
of these famous cousins gives us an opportunity to look
at that line between church music and contemporary
music and how we can draw it wherever we choose.
More and more, in progressive corners of the Church,
contemporary music is becoming a presence. To those
accustomed to traditional organ music and perhaps an
occasional Gregorian chant, “praise and worship” music
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is a new phenomenon. It is what most people would
think of as modern music, with piano, electric guitars,
drums and vocals.
But it is not music merely for performance. It is a form
of worship, and the musicians who take part think of
themselves as worship leaders. Josh Gehl, a religion
teacher at Canisius High School who pursued his
master’s degree at Christ the King, explains that his
group of musicians becomes familiar with the week’s
readings to choose songs that support the Mass and
its teachings. Then, each song becomes more than
just music, it becomes a method to enter into God’s
presence and worship Him.

Each song becomes a dialog between
the person and the divine. In the spirit of

Ignatius of Loyola, founder of the Jesuit order, who gave us
the spiritual exercises known as “prayer through imagination,”
praise and worship music can help us imagine ourselves in a
scene such as the Nativity and, therefore, in God’s presence.
Praise and worship music also provides an opportunity for
outreach to whole new groups of Catholics—a younger
demographic who are looking for some connection to the
Church and those Catholics who have left the Church to go
to a Wesleyan church or The Chapel because they find the
music played there energizing and uplifting.

It doesn’t necessarily break tradition, but it bends it to better
fit a modern congregation with more modern sensibilities.
Many of the songs are new, written by people like Josh and
other members of his ensemble. But often, they are traditional
Catholic songs redone in a contemporary style. Like Vatican II,
it takes the tradition of the church and revitalizes it, allowing
the Holy Spirit to breathe new life into what was there.

Around the time of Vatican II and its charismatic
renewal, the “folk Mass” began to take shape. It was the first
time that the modern music we identify as praise and worship
music found its way into churches that were always filled with
the sounds of pipe organs and large choirs.
There are those who still prefer the comfort of those
traditions, but a Mass offering praise and worship music
provides an option so that one size doesn’t have to fit all.
Daily Mass at Christ the King is a perfect example. There you
will find everything from traditional music to Gregorian chants,
and a group is being formed to include praise and worship
music as well.
It is the beauty of the Catholic Church…its universality.
There is something for everyone, for every style of worship
and for every person who wants to cry out to God in song.

InFormation Magazine Issue 1 • May 2016

9

AUSCHWITZ
-BIRKENAU

my

EXPERIENCE
BY DEACON MICHAEL LaMARCA

The following is an excerpt of a longer reflection written by
seminarian Michael LaMarca. To read more, go to cks.edu.
From June 14 to June 25, 2015, I had the opportunity
to participate in a fellowship experience, traveling to
Auschwitz-Birkenau, which has impacted my formation
in dramatic ways as I journey toward the priesthood.
The experience was life changing.
I applied and was accepted to participate in a
program titled “Fellowships at Auschwitz for the
Study of Professional Ethics,” (FASPE). The fellowship
experience was comprised of a dozen seminary fellows
from various Christian denominations, as well as
fellows from Jewish and Muslim faith practices. Joining
with the seminary students were 14 medical fellows.
All 26 fellows came from across the United States to
study the Holocaust and its link with contemporary
ethical issues. Joining the fellows were seven FASPE
faculty members and directors.
When the Holocaust is talked about, we often hear the
phrase “Never again.” The phrase that will stick with
me for the rest of my life, however, comes from Primo
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Levi, a Holocaust survivor. His quote is printed on an
exhibit at Auschwitz where he was a prisoner. The inscription reads, “It happened, therefore it can happen
again: this is the core of what we have to say.”
An event like the Holocaust is unimaginable if it
is only read in the history books or viewed on
television. When walking the paths of the camps at
Auschwitz-Birkenau, the Holocaust became for me,
imaginable—it became real.
Those who liberated the camps at Auschwitz-Birkenau
would have had every right, I believe, to destroy every
bit of the camps, erasing this part of human history.
But as I stood outside cell 18 at Auschwitz, where
Maximilian Kolbe gave his life for another to live, I
realized the buildings could have been erased, but the
events never could. As the seminary fellows walked
through both camps on a guided tour, not much was
said, not much had to be said. Each part of the camps
we visited carried with it something new, something
more difficult to try and understand.
The experience of the camps has certainly contributed
to my priestly formation. My views on social justice
issues and care for my fellow brothers and sisters in

humanity have certainly changed. Staring
at the belongings taken from children just
before they were gassed will do that to any
person. Auschwitz was the largest Nazi
German concentration camp and death
camp. In the years 1940-1945, the Nazis
deported 1,100,000 Jews, 140,000-150,000
Poles, 23,000 Roma (Gypsies), 15,000 Soviet
Prisoners of War, and 25,000 prisoners from
other ethnic groups. Of the 1,300,000 people
who were sent to Auschwitz, 1,100,000 of
them died within its walls.
Whether Jewish, Polish, Roma or other, they
died; human beings treated as something
far less than human, whose lives were taken
away for no other reason than Nazi
authorities thinking they had a “right” to do
so. I hope to share in a picture presentation of my FASPE experience at Christ the
King Seminary, where perhaps I can better
touch upon my experience through the
images which, while not giving justice to the
experience, can at least begin to paint the
picture. “It happened, therefore it can happen
again…” The world in the 20th century never
believed that the events of the Holocaust
were taking place until the unimaginable was
realized. We in the 21st century must realize
there is nothing too unimaginable when it
comes to the evil which is possible by human
hands; and we must counter it with advocacy,
prayer and action.
Czeslaw Wrzos, prisoner number 20414, a
Polish seminarian who died February 5, 1942
and Kazimiera Rostawicka, prisoner number
15682, a Polish woman whose identification
picture showed her keeping her chin high and
holding onto her dignity (which I believe the
Nazis failed to take from her until the very
end), who died January 9, 1943, pray for us
now that we may respond to Primo Levi by
saying “Never again.”
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CKS COMMUNITY

SHARES EXPERIENCES
OF SEEING POPE FRANCIS
BY KIMBERLEE SABSHIN
A group of 38 priests, deacons and seminarians
from Christ the King Seminary in East Aurora
were among the congregation when Pope Francis
celebrated Mass in Washington, D.C.
Father Robert Wozniak, director of priestly
formation at Christ the King Seminary, along with
Deacon Samuel Giangreco, a Williamsville native
ordained a transitional deacon the week before
the papal visit, and Mario Racho, a seminarian who
came to the United States from the Philippines,
said their experience was one they will not forget.
Racho recalled how Pope Francis visited the
Philippines in January, but he was not able to see
the pope then. His wish came true in a different
way when he received an email from Father
Wozniak this summer.
"It seems that God is truly present in this pope,"
Racho said. "This summer, I received an email from
Father Rob. All of the seminarians received that
email telling us about coming to Washington, D.C.,
and that is how all of that excitement began."
Deacon Giangreco said the bus ride to Washington,
D.C., was enjoyable because of the conversations
and the jokes shared by the seminarians. After
arriving in Washington, the group looked for the
place they were supposed to be.

"That was our only objective: to see the Holy
Father and celebrate Mass at the canonization
of Junipero Serra," Father Wozniak said. "I was
the leader of the group, so I put all of the pieces
together."
Although the group was hungry after the eight hour
trip, Giangreco said spirits were high because of the
anticipation. Once through security, the group was
directed to the front of the basilica with others.
Giangreco was directed to go near the altar to wait
for the pope.
"I had, probably, one of the closest seats you could
have to the pope that wasn't in the sanctuary,"
Giangreco said. "It was just really cool—I had a clear
view of his chair. I was only sitting with ten other
deacons at the time; there were very few of us who
were sitting so close. I could tell whenever they
showed the pope's jeep on the big screens: the
crowd started roaring, and it was just so exciting to
hear that."
When Pope Francis arrived, priests and deacons
began standing on their chairs to get a view over
the crowd. They saw the pope sitting in the jeep,
waving back and forth to the crowd, to the sounds
of thunderous applause. Deacon Giangreco could
only see Pope Francis' cross bobbing up and down
behind the row of priests, but he knew the pope

was there. Father Wozniak said when Pope Francis
walked inside the basilica, he could hear the crowd
screaming its approval from outside, with all of the
windows closed.
"Inside the basilica were the seminarians and novices
from all across America," Father Wozniak said. "It was
an opportunity for the Holy Father to see the future of
the Church in America; it was the first Mass of the Holy
Father in the United States; it was a privilege for me
to see the universal Church there, people from all over
coming together to celebrate around the Holy Father and
to be inspired by him."
Giangreco was asked to help distribute Holy Communion
to the priests. As luck would have it, Father Ryszard
Biernat, secretary of Bishop Richard J. Malone, was in
Giangreco's line.
"He was just ordained the Saturday before, so within the
first week, he's already serving at the altar with the pope,"
Father Wozniak said. "The five guys from here all had the
same experience."
"It was really cool to finally see him. He had a very humble
demeanor about himself. He was just acting how he
usually does, just very humble and normal," Giangreco said.
Racho said he was joyful to see how the pope called
Catholics to encounter Jesus. He said he wasn't just
watching something on the Internet.

“It was an opportunity
for the Holy Father to
see the future of the
Church in America; it
was the first Mass of
the Holy Father in the
United States; it was a
privilege for me to see
the universal Church
there, people from all
over coming together
to celebrate around the
Holy Father and to be
inspired by him.”

"That was a real experience for me," Racho said. "It made
me recall how when I was young, I really wished to go to
Rome to experience this thing. Then I realized this was
the fulfillment of my dream. I could not go to Rome, but
Rome came to me."
Over 80 sponsors contributed toward the trip, including
parishes the seminarians served over the summer.
"We were very blessed on this pilgrimage, because a
lot of people supported us to be able to do this," Father
Wozniak said.

Reprinted with permission of Western New York Catholic.
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Giving Opportunities
In order to support our student life and the over
10,000 people who visit our campus each year,
we need your help. Some of the projects on our
"wish list" include:
• campus-wide WiFi ($6,500)
• new chairs and air conditioning for the Marian
Chapel ($8,000)
• kitchen equipment and storage upgrades
($15,000)
To inquire how you may help with these or any
of our other projects, call David Sampson at
(716) 655-7097. You can also use the enclosed
envelope or donate online by visiting
cks.edu/donation.

Upcoming Events
Rev. Merrick Bednar Memorial Golf
Tournament
May 20
www.bednargolf.com
Annual fundraiser for the seminary

Dinner Lecture:
Mercy in Solidarity
Deacon Don Weigel
June 1

5:45 Dinner, 6:45 Lecture
Part of our Summer Series

Dinner Lecture:
St. Luke—Physician Of Mercy
Mark Mambretti
June 22
5:45 Dinner, 6:45 Lecture
Part of our Summer Series

Dinner Lecture:
God’s Mercy in the Midst of Suffering
Eileen Warner
July 6
5:45 Dinner, 6:45 Lecture
Part of our Summer Series

Seminar Retreat:
The Convergence of Spirituality & Personality
Rev. Msgr. Richard Siepka
July 10-15

Learn how to adapt prayer and devotional practices
to your God-given personal gifts

Dinner Lecture:
The Body of Christ—A Sacrament of Mercy
Rev. Joseph Gatto
July 27
5:45 Dinner, 6:45 Lecture
Part of our Summer Series

Visit cks.edu/calendar to see all upcoming events.
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InFormation is the magazine for alumni and friends of Christ
the King Seminary. Alumni updates, address changes and other
correspondence can be sent by email to psieracki@cks.edu.
Photo credits: Tom Wolf and Getty Images.

IMPROBABLE PLACES

TO PRAY

We asked our students, faculty and staff to share with us their
favorite prayer spots, either on or off campus. One answer
was the 3rd floor rafters of St. John Vianney Chapel.

“It is rare that anyone makes use of the main
chapel outside of scheduled prayer, and certainly
not on the upper floors. I find it prayerful to be
up there because it puts a different perspective
on the chapel environment, similar to how one
above might view us as we pray.”
- Michael Daum
What about you? Is there a place on campus that you
regularly go to be in God’s presence? What is it about that
place that is prayerful for you? What are the sights or sounds
there that put you in a prayerful way? Is there a place (not
necessarily on campus) that someone may think an unusual
place to pray? Send your ideas to psieracki@cks.edu. We may
Magazineissue.
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Reflections

“Faith makes us appreciate the
architecture of human relationships
because it grasps their ultimate
foundation and definitive destiny
in God, in his love, and thus sheds
light on the art of building; as
such it becomes a service to the
common good. Faith is truly a good
for everyone; it is a common good.
Its light does not simply brighten
the interior of the Church, nor does
it serve solely to build an eternal
city in the hereafter; it helps us
build our societies in such a way
that they can journey towards a
future of hope.”
-Pope Francis, Light of Faith
(Lumen Fidei) (51)
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