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The following information is an Official Statement by the Diocese of Gaylord in Michigan, and was sent to us by Michael
Haney, OFM, current pastor of Cross in the Woods in Indian River, MI.

Franciscan Friars Withdraw from Diocese of Gaylord
For Immediate Release | May 16, 2021
GAYLORD, MICHIGAN – Bishop Walter A. Hurley, Apostolic Administrator of the Diocese of Gaylord, has announced that on September 17, 2021, the Franciscan friars will be withdrawing from the
Diocese of Gaylord due to the diminishing number and aging of the
friars in the Sacred Heart Province. This transition marks the end of
many years of dedicated service, as the Franciscan friars have
served in various ministries in the Diocese of Gaylord region since
1865.
Currently, the friars are overseeing the parish and National Shrine
of the Cross in the Woods in IndianRiver, where they have been
assigned since 1989. The withdrawal of the Franciscan friars from
the Cross in the Woods, and the Diocese of Gaylord, will fittingly
take place after the Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, observed on September 14, 2021. The new appointment of a pastor to
oversee the parish and National Shrine of the Cross in the Woods
will be forthcoming as the date of transition draws near.
Of this transition, Bishop Walter Hurley states, “Bishop Raica and I
were in close communication with the Provincial Minister of the
Province of the Sacred Heart, Father Thomas Nairn, O.F.M, for
more than a year regarding this possibility of withdrawal due to lack
of personnel. On April 8, 2021, I received a letter from Father Nairn
notifying me that, out of necessity, the friars will depart from the
diocese thisSeptember. While I am saddened by their upcoming
departure, I understand the difficult realities that their religious community, and many others, are facing as it relates to a shortage of
personnel.
“As we approach this upcoming transition, I wish to express my profound gratitude to the friars who have served in our diocese for
more than 150 years, and most recently at the National Shrine of
the Cross in the Woods for these past three decades. Their efforts
have been marked by humble devotion and joyful service, and have
made a lasting impact on our Catholic communities in the diocese. I
also extend my personal gratitude to Father Michael Haney, OFM,
who has served as pastor of the Cross in the Woods in Indian River
since 2011, and to Father Vernon Olmer, OFM, who has served as
parochial vicar there since 2014. Their many years of dedicated
service has been a blessing to the parish community and to the
thousands of pilgrims who have journeyed to this beautiful shrine in
our diocese.
“I remain thankful for the work of the Franciscan friars in our dio-

cese and look forward to formally recognizing their steadfast service
to our Catholic community. We will continue to pray for our Franciscan brothers during this time of transition, as well as for a renewed
sense of calling to the vocation so their community can continue to
flourish for years to come.”

From Mike Haney, OFM,
to the parishioners | parish bulletin:
Some of you who have been long-time parishioners of Cross in the
Woods know that we Franciscans came to this area of Michigan
about 125 years ago, establishing St. Francis Xavier parish in Petoskey at that time, and serving in numerous other parishes in the
northern Lower Peninsula since then. In 1989, at the bishop’s invitation, Franciscan friars came to this parish, served for the previous
45 years by diocesan priests and priests of the Marist Order. Numerous Franciscan priests and brothers have lived and ministered
here in the past 30+ years, bringing us to this parish’s 75th Anniversary this year.
The number of parish priests in the United States has been rapidly
declining in the past two generations, while the average age of the
remaining priests increases rapidly. The expectations and demands
placed upon parish priests are growing at a break-neck pace as
well. While previous years have seen numerous Franciscans residing here at any given time, we’re now down to only Fr. Vernon and
myself here – and we’re both at or beyond retirement age.
Seeing the declining number of vocations to religious life in the United States, and nonetheless desiring to keep a vibrant and viable
Franciscan presence in our country, for several years now the leadership teams of the six provinces of Franciscan men in the United
States have been meeting to plan the consolidation of our six provinces into one new United States Franciscan Province. There have
been lots of meetings, discussions, and papers written.
As part of this consolidation process, our Franciscan provincial recently met with Bishop Hurley to inform him that we Franciscans will
no longer be able to serve Cross in the Woods. The Franciscans
will relinquish the care of this parish and shrine to the Diocese of
Gaylord on September 17, 2021. The Diocese will supply a new
pastor, as yet unnamed, for this parish, and we Franciscans will
move on – after many happy and memorable years in Indian River.
This decision came as much of a surprise to Fr. Vernon and myself
as it does to you today. But we trust that our Gracious God, who
never abandons us, will usher all of us through this transition and
into a glorious future. As more details become available, and as a
farewell is planned, we’ll keep you thoroughly informed.
Fr. Mike

Remembering Our Brothers
Helwick Krewitt, OFM
1907–1984

ather Helwick’s early ministry as a friar priest was
contemporaneous with the
rise of Adolph Hitler and
the Third Reich in Germany. Never one to keep his
very definite opinions to
himself, he was hounded out of Germany by the Gestapo and Heinrich Himmler himself. Forbidden to exercise his priestly ministry, it
was only a matter of time before Father Helwick could
expect to be imprisoned and perhaps even executed for
his very vocal criticism of the Nazis. He was sent, therefore, to the United States by his superiors to raise money
for the Franciscan missions to the Far East.
He lived with the friars of the Sacred Heart Province at
St. Augustine Friary in Chicago from 1939 to 1960. Not
content to occupy his time raising money for the missions, he also engaged in many of the apostolates of the

friars of St. Augustine. He gave conferences and retreats
to sisters, cared for the sick in hospitals, and engaged in
the apostolate of the pen, an activity which would occupy
him for the rest of his life. He was the director of the
Kolping Society for more than twenty-five years.
Through this society, he helped to provide lodging as well
as vocational and religious education for young men who
were living away from home.
In 1966, he was accepted as a member of the Sacred
Heart Province. The rest of his life was spent in chaplaincies for Sisters and hospitals. Father Helwick ran into
some criticism as he grew older regarding his rigid approach to religious life and the Catholic faith. But he was
always praised for his solicitous care for the patients and
his priestly concern for them. A man of strict obedience
himself, he did not care for committees and such. Having
seen what the lack of discipline led to in Nazi Germany,
he insisted on it in his own life and in the lives of those he
touched.
Father Helwick died of cancer while serving as hospital
chaplain in Litchfield, Illinois. He was buried in the Portiuncula Cemetery in Oak Brook, Illinois.

From SHP Necrology

(Originally published on the Revitalization and Restructuring
newsletter, as of May 25, 2021)

M

arc Sheckells,
OFM, was ordained to the
presbyterate on
Saturday, May 22, by Bishop
Robert Joseph Lombard, CFR,
at St. Peter's Church in Chicago. A member of Sacred Heart
Province, Marc recently completed M.Div studies at Catholic
Theological Union, which he
began full time upon his completion of an eduPLEASE PRAY FOR
cation degree
from DePaul Uni For God's healing presence for all of those affected in any
versity. Marc also finishes a five-year term as spiritual
way by the coronavirus, and for all of those caring for
assistant to the Mother Cabrini Region of the OFS and
them.
will be moving to Cleveland, where he will participate in
priestly ministry and join the faculty of Padua Franciscan FOR ALL THOSE WHO CONTINUE TO DIE DUE TO
THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, ESPECIALLY PEOPLE IN
High School.
INDIA WHO HAVE BEEN STRUGGLING WITH MASPhotos: Johnpaul Cafiero, OFM
SIVE SPREADING OF THE VIRUS.



May 31 Jesús Aguirre-Garza

(66)

†May the souls of the faithful departed
through the mercy of God
rest in peace.
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