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To Fr. Brian Hawker, my friend. May you rest in peace.
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Introduction 

The Call to Run






America Is one of the greatest countries in the world. It’s one of the few places where someone from the lower class can grow to play a significant role in society and government. The opportunity is there, but the trap that prevents so many leaders from making a lasting impact is that they forget where they came from as they climb the ladder. Many lose their sense of humility, the trait that made them relatable and qualified for the job, if they ever had it in the first place.


Early in his career, some people considered Joe Biden one of those inspiring working-class figures who had risen through the government ranks and into a prominent role of service. By 2008, when he was elected the forty-sixth vice president of the United States, many felt that his values had changed.


At the time of the 2008 election, my wife, Gina, and I were renting a farmhouse outside Worley, Idaho, where we lived with our four young children and my wife’s elderly aunt. There was a massive snowstorm that winter, and when it finally stopped, I put on my headphones and climbed onto the roof to shovel off the snow.


I was listening to a replay of a recent Joe Biden speech, but instead of an inspiring story, all I heard were partisan talking points. xBiden went to Catholic school growing up and regularly attends Mass, which would have imparted those moral values and principles to him, but much of what I heard contradicted the Catholic faith, specifically the abortion issue. The Democratic Party used to be the party of the workingman. That’s who they once fought for, but this speech reflected none of that. The demographics were changing. Wow, he’s sold out. What happened?


As he spoke, I thought, If he can get to where he is today, so can I. He came from a blue-collar family and is a normal human being. He isn’t any more capable than me. And if I was blessed with the opportunity to serve, I wouldn’t forget where I came from or the interests of the people I represented.


That’s when I first had the inspiration to run for the US Senate.


My mentor, Donald Morgan, was advising me on business and life. He had briefly been involved in local politics, so I was hoping he could provide some perspective. As soon as I shared my idea to run, he said, “No, not now. It’s not the right time. Just stay the course. Let your kids grow older. You don’t want to do this when you have young children.” He was adamant, and, looking back, he was right.


Also, from a financial standpoint, I was not prepared to launch a Senate campaign. Federal campaigns are expensive. One of the ways you get voters to take you seriously as a candidate is to put a big chunk of your own money into your campaign. If you don’t have the money to invest, people won’t learn who you are and what you stand for.


Running for Senate may not have been feasible at the time, but the idea stuck with me. I only told a few other people about my desire to run for office—friends, mentors, priests. I knew some thought I was off my rocker for even considering it, so I kept it close to the vest. Over the years, I checked in with Donald and he kept giving me the same answer. “Not yet. Wait for the right time.”


I could have run for another office or a seat in local government, but I didn’t have that calling. It never appealed to me. US senators xiserve six-year terms, which better positions them to make difficult choices, choices that are in the best interest of the country and their constituency. That’s where I wanted to be, but I wasn’t going to pursue it without the proper spiritual guidance, so I continued to pray about it. I wasn’t looking for an answer, I was looking for a sign.


There is an old story about a man who is stuck on his rooftop during a flood and prays to God to save him. A man with a rowboat comes by, but the stranded man says, “No, I’m praying to God. He will come and save me.” Soon after, a man with a motorboat comes by, and the stranded man gives him the same answer. He even told the man offering to rescue him in a helicopter the same thing. Sure enough, the water rose above the rooftop, and the stranded man drowned. When he reached heaven and came face-to-face with God, he asked, “I had faith; why didn’t you save me?” God responded, “I sent you a rowboat, a motorboat, and a helicopter. What more do you want me to do?”


I believe God is subtle and acts through ordinary means. He puts people in your life and provides opportunities that you can capitalize on. It’s not a direct push or an answer from above. What complicates this is that the voice of temptation is equally subtle and even more persuasive. When I was younger, I learned about discernment of spirits, which is the ability to determine whether your thoughts or ideas are coming from God or an evil spirit or are simply a product of basic human nature. There are a few heuristics, but the simplest is to discuss it with someone—a mentor or adviser—to ensure that you’re acting in your best interest and not being misled. It’s about being open and willing to take the guidance that’s given to you, even when it’s not the guidance you want to hear. I’ve learned that lesson the hard way many times, for when I act in a way that I believe God wants me to, things tend to work out for the best. When I don’t or run away, things have gotten ugly.


Anticipating that I might run for the Senate in 2025, I handed over the day-to-day responsibilities of my business, a specialty xiiconstruction company, in December 2024. If I decided to run, I didn’t want to worry about the company at the last minute. That needed to be taken care of first. But I wasn’t going to act without a sign.


Every morning, I perform a thirty-minute Christian meditation during which I pray and converse with God. There is a chair in the corner of my bedroom, with a picture of Our Lady of Guadalupe on one wall and a three-foot crucifix hanging directly in front of the chair on the wall opposite. I had gotten it ten years earlier because it reminded me of a crucifix I had seen in a thousand-year-old church on a mountaintop in the Pyrenees. And that’s where I sit to do the morning meditation.


During that meditation, I often say, “God, if this is really what You want, and if this is really You speaking, then You need to make it crystal clear. I need someone to tell me it’s time to take this step. And I need You to put me in connection with the right people, because I don’t want to do this on my own. I need to know that this is coming from You and that it’s not an ego trip.”


In late December 2024, after two weeks of intense prayer, I attended church on Sunday. I was repeating that same prayer before and after Mass. I typically remain seated for ten minutes to steep in the experience before returning to everyday life. When I walked outside, it was freezing cold, thirty degrees. That’s when one of my friends and mentors, John Green, approached me and asked, “Are you still thinking about this run for Senate?”


I had confided in John because he had been involved in politics while living in Texas and had been elected to the state legislature after moving to Idaho.


“Yes,” I told him.


“Well, now’s the time to do it. I’ll connect you with some people. We’ll get the northern part of the state locked up and then tackle the south.”


That was my sign. I wasn’t going to suffer the same fate as the man stranded during the flood. I was all in.


xiii

Since that day on my rooftop seventeen years earlier, America’s politics had grown even more divisive, and the discourse had become increasingly ugly. Demonizing and attacking the opposing side became the go-to way for a politician to stir up support from their base, so it was viewed as the best path to reelection. Many politicians didn’t have the people’s best interests at heart. They were only interested in their quest for power.


There is a concept dating back to classical Greek philosophy that everyone has an idol they worship, something they put on a pedestal that becomes much more important to them than it should be. For some, it’s pleasure—food, sex, or alcohol. Some worship money. Others want honor and esteem. And for a large swath of our political class, that idol is power. Rationally speaking, those who worship power are the least likely to use it responsibly. Their interests are self-serving, and they are more concerned with keeping power, for that is the idol they worship.


Power is not my idol. My idols are related to pleasure, and I continue to wage war against these false gods. I strive to put God first and possess both the awareness and humility to recognize my tendencies. Like Saint Paul, there’s a thorn in my side. I’ve asked God to take it away, and He tells me His grace is sufficient, just like He told Paul. So, I continue to pursue what’s right, not just what I desire, and humbly submit to God’s plan for me.


For a long time, I was perfectly content to let others lead. I’ve since learned that those who don’t want power are more likely to use it responsibly, either because they’ve been hurt by it in the past or understand the potential damage and unintended consequences of it. I don’t want to leave society to those who would abuse that power, but unfortunately, given the current state of our politics, that seems to be the path we are on. There have been too many dirty deeds done dirt cheap, and few want to have an honest conversation about these problems. There is a current lack of effectiveness, leadership, and initiative. Government no longer promotes the common good, and so many people are upset today xivbecause they feel overlooked by our elected officials. That needs to change.


I’ve lived in Idaho since 2000. My wife was raised here, and we raised all our sons in this state, but that alone doesn’t make for a good public servant. I understand the power of a strong community and have seen it lift up individuals in their time of need. I grew up in a dysfunctional family environment and witnessed the devastating effects that alcohol and substance abuse can have. I’ve dealt with and overcome various forms of trauma. I’ve seen the world through military eyes somewhat, having experienced ROTC and gone partway through the U.S. Marines Corps boot camp. I’ve lived in a religious house as well as a monastery in France. I understand what it’s like to struggle to support a family and make ends meet. I’ve started a business and experienced many successes and failures along the way.


These difficult situations and life experiences have helped me understand that the issues facing Americans today are not black and white—people aren’t defined by their political affiliation, and the other side of the aisle is not evil. We’re all unique, beloved children of God. We’re all human. Everyone has their good and bad qualities. Until we can all acknowledge this and begin to come together, partisan thinking and public discourse will be counterproductive and highly destructive. I believe there is a better way forward for us all, and it must start with humility, which drives my life.


I’m not talking about false humility or self-abnegation. I’m talking about genuine humility, which requires accepting both the good and the bad and acting in alignment with your values and what is true, not just what you want to be true. Writing this book has been the ultimate act of humility because I have had to face who I am and how I made myself that way, and I’ve chosen to reveal myself honestly and fully to you. Some of it’s good, and some of it’s painfully difficult to discuss, but it’s all true. You deserve nothing less.
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Part I 

Searching for Home
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Chapter 1 

Constant Motion






I Was only four years old when I left Billings, Montana, so I don’t remember much. But I do remember that we lived in a two-story house on Canyon Drive with giant sunflowers in the backyard. I remember falling off a scooter, breaking my right collarbone, and having to color with my left hand. My older sister Shawn can verify that story—she has felt bad ever since because she thought I was being a “sissy” and made me walk home alone. I also remember receiving a glow-in-the-dark, paint-by-number kit about Han Solo from The Empire Strikes Back for my fourth birthday. What I don’t remember is my father leaving my mother behind and secretly taking me and my sister across state lines to start another life.


My parents, Lou and Kathy, were married in 1971—one year before they graduated from high school in 1972. My sister was born in 1974, and I was born in 1976. My dad was an ironworker for his entire life. He was five foot eight but strong and stout. He was a masculine, physical guy who always portrayed himself as the dominant alpha. When we lived in Billings, he worked in a little town two hours away called Colstrip, Montana, where they were building a big coal-fired power plant. When that job ended, and there 2was no work locally, his next job took him out to California. Being an ironworker meant traveling to where the work was, so throughout my childhood, he would sometimes be away from home for months at a time.


On one of those trips back to visit us in Billings in 1980, my dad told my mom that he was taking Shawn and me on vacation, packed us into the car, and drove us to California with no intention of ever returning. My dad was twenty-eight, and he was having an affair with an eighteen-year-old woman in California named Maria. The impromptu trip to California was actually his attempt to get ahead of a custody battle. For the next six months, we didn’t see or have any communication with our mom. Soon after that, they filed for divorce.


The four of us moved into a motel in Redwood City, California, right next to Ben Franklin’s hot dog stand on El Camino Real. Then we moved to an apartment in the San Francisco Bay Area, in a town called Hayward, where I was enrolled in kindergarten at Hayward Lutheran Elementary School.


Maria’s mom was half-Samoan and half-Chinese—her dad was of Irish descent but from Australia—so she resembled a Pacific Islander yet had an Irish temper. I don’t recall the first time I met her or what happened. The whole trip was a blur. I do remember being confused about what to call her. “Are you ‘Mom’ now? Are you Maria?” We settled on “Ria,” and that’s how I referred to her throughout my childhood.


That first year had a much greater impact on my sister. Shawn, who was seven—only three years older than me—took care of us while we were together in California. She had finished second grade back in Billings. At the end of the school year, her teacher allowed the kids to take home any extra worksheets that were left over. So, Shawn brought this giant stack of worksheets with her to California, and she used those to teach me how to read. During that transitional period, she looked out for me as if I was her child.


I’m pretty sure what my father did would be a felony today, 3but it wasn’t back then. Both my sister and I had to meet with a court-ordered child psychologist for an evaluation as part of the divorce. Supposedly, in court, I said that I wanted to live with my father (that’s what I was told, but I have no memory of this), so I stayed in California. My sister was sent back to Montana to live with my mother, who had remarried soon after the divorce.


According to the custody agreement, I would split my summer and Christmas vacations between parents. It was a twenty-hour car ride between Hayward and Billings, so I would fly as an unaccompanied minor, most often on Western Airlines. This was long before 9/11, so one parent could bring me right up to the boarding gate. After everyone else boarded the plane, the airline representative would hand me over to the gate agent, who would ensure I got safely on board and found my seat. Occasionally, if extra seats were available, I got bumped up to first class.


This arrangement worked well when we were younger, and it gave me a chance to see my sister. We were latchkey kids when we stayed at my mom’s house. Mom worked as a receptionist and later as an office manager, so we were often left home alone. That’s when Shawn became my mom all over again, and we did everything together back then.


After I moved to California, my relationship with my mom became strained. At first, I believe she was shell-shocked about the divorce and custody agreement. I know she argued with my father about not paying child support. (Today, the government has the right to step in when child support is not paid and deduct the amount from a paycheck, but this was not the case back in 1980.) As a result, there were times when I felt more like a pawn in a game between my parents.


My dad and Ria were married soon after the divorce was final. The apartment the three of us shared was small. They wanted a house, so when they finally found one with affordable rent, we moved across town to Erskine Lane by the Bay Bridge. It was a smaller house with a one-car garage. The kitchen was fitted with 4old yellow appliances and dark fake walnut cabinets. There was a giant lemon tree in the backyard, and it produced monster lemons, much bigger than the cute little lemons you see in the store. These were almost the size of grapefruits, and there were so many that we couldn’t possibly use them all. Moving to a new home also meant a new school—Eden Garden Elementary. While we lived there for three years, until I was eight, my childhood was anything but stable.


My dad’s mother was a widow who was broke and living alone in Billings with several cats. One day, he drove up there to bring her back to live with us in Hayward. After that, it wasn’t long before my dad and Ria started having children of their own. Three years after I arrived in California, they gave birth to my sister. A year and a half later, Ria gave birth to another girl.


The house was getting crowded. I had one bedroom, my grandmother had another, and my parents were in the master with the two baby girls in cribs. They needed more room and decided it was time to buy their own house. California was getting too expensive, and my dad was an avid skier, so when I finished third grade in 1984, we picked up and moved to Ogden, Utah. We rented a house while they got on their feet and searched for a home to buy.


Moving to Utah was quite a shock to the system. Hayward had temperate weather, while Utah was in the high desert. It was extremely dry, which meant hot summers—some days reached over a hundred degrees—and very cold winters with a lot of powdery snow. But the weather wasn’t the only factor that made the transition so difficult. I was also starting at a new school. It didn’t help that when we arrived, my parents reenrolled me in the third grade because they couldn’t remember what grade I was in. I was sitting in class thinking, “This all sounds very familiar.” Eventually, it was sorted out, and I moved up to fourth grade, but I didn’t remain in that school long.


Later that year, my parents purchased a home in nearby Uintah, Utah. It was significantly larger than our previous house, with a huge living room, a dining room, and a master bedroom. The house 5was set on two-thirds of an acre and had a barn in the back. The previous owner had put in a lot of work into the landscape, planting a couple of apple trees, apricot trees, lilies, and a gooseberry bush. Grapevines grew along the fence that separated the backyard from the garden behind the garage.


With the new home came another new school. I spent half of fourth grade at one school, and those of us in “lower” Uintah were sent to another school the next year. The most challenging part about switching schools was getting settled and finding new friends. Moving so much made me reserved, and I became hesitant to invest too much time in any one person or group because there was always the possibility that we would move and I would have to change schools again. Why put in the effort? I sought stability, and luckily, for a little while at least, I got a taste of it.


We remained at that house in Uintah until 1992, so I attended the same junior high for seventh, eighth, and ninth grade. That finally gave me the chance to settle in and find some friends. That period in Uintah was the most stable for me, and the town was a typical American suburb right on the fringe of the wilderness.


The town was so remote that my best friend Josh Moser and I spent most of our time in the woods, playing in the Weber River, and climbing dirt hillsides and cliffs. There was no convenience store in town—the closest store was three miles away. We grew up on the other side of the tracks, literally. If we ever wanted to buy something, we had to figure out a way to get across the river and the interstate on foot since the nearest bridge wasn’t within walking distance. Once we did make it the store, we had to turn around and do it all over again to get back home. If my parents ever found out, I usually got in trouble, so it wasn’t worth it. We didn’t have to walk everywhere for long. When I got a little older, my father bought me a Yamaha Enduro dirt bike. Josh had a bike too, and together we rode those all over town.


As much as I liked being outside, I also loved computers and video games. When Vince Marcus moved to town in eighth grade, 6that’s how we bonded. We quickly became friends and sometimes we’d break out the toy soldiers and spend half the day playing a tabletop war game called BattleTech. That appealed to the nerd side of my makeup.


Our family had a couple of horses at the house. Ria loved horses and was an experienced rider. She had rented a barn half a mile down the road from our house where she trained horses. I went riding a few times, but I wasn’t skilled. One day, when I was twelve, right before I was supposed to leave to stay with my mother for the summer, Ria tried to teach me how to ride one of the younger horses she was training. Horses are very much attuned to the emotions of the rider, and this particular horse clearly sensed that I was uncomfortable. I wasn’t in the saddle long before the horse bucked me off its back, and I smacked my face on the top rail of the corral. A few days later, I flew back to visit my mom with a big old shiner.


Utah was a very different state than California, with a very different culture. Today, the Mormon population in Utah is around 42 percent. Back in the 1980s, it was above 70 percent, and Uintah was no exception. There were significantly more Mormons than non-Mormons. Most youth sports and social activities were sponsored and organized by the Mormon church. Plays, fairs, and even troops of what was then called the Boy Scouts of America were affiliated with the church. A Mormon ward house—the building that serves as a chapel and gathering place for the congregation—was built right behind our home. That’s where we’d go to play basketball and volleyball. Some of the Mormon kids didn’t want to play with us non-Mormon kids. Not everyone was like that, but it created an “us versus them” environment, as there was some tension.


Ria also created some tension of her own in the community. She enjoyed sunbathing in a bikini in the backyard. She usually did this around the time when all the local dads were driving home from work. Many would stop to talk with her. That created a lot of jealous moms in the area.


During that period, my father was constantly on the road and 7spent long stints working in California. He’d be gone for three or four months at a time and would stay with Ria’s parents, Desmond and Mitze, in San Carlos, a suburb south of San Francisco. While away, he might fly home briefly to visit, so most of our contact was over the phone. This was back when long-distance phone calls meant a roll of quarters at a pay phone. I might have talked to him once a week for five minutes on Sundays.


Our family continued to grow, and the house became increasingly crowded by the year, as my dad and Ria had four more children together while we lived in Uintah. I did a lot of babysitting during those days. Fortunately, the house was big, so my sisters shared a room, my brothers shared another, and since I was the oldest, I had my own room. That allowed me some privacy and, more importantly, time to read. I devoured books from an early age. I read so much that, after a while, Ria told me that I could only read for an hour a day. I also loved movies and playing video games, but she put a cap on that, too, to get me outside.


My dad and Ria ended up having nine children of their own—my youngest brother was twenty-three years younger than me. Add me and my sister to the mix, and my father had eleven children—six boys and five girls. I got along well with Ria. I love her, and she’s a wonderful person, but I look back at that situation and think what a series of misguided choices she made. It was an impossible situation. She was only thirteen years older than me, so it’s difficult to become a parent to so many children when you’re barely an adult yourself.


My dad, on the other hand, had grown up amid chaos. His mom had seven kids with her first husband before he was killed in a bar fight. His dad had ten kids with his first wife before she died of tuberculosis. And that’s how his parents first met—a widow and widower who got together to support each other. They ended up having two more kids together—my dad and my aunt—for a total of nineteen children between them.


There may have been a lot of mouths to feed in our house, but 8we were working class, and there was always food on the table. Every night, the family would all sit down for dinner. That was a big thing in our house, and it taught me that sitting down to share a meal together is crucial in strengthening the family bond. Because our basic needs were always met—food on the table and a roof over our heads—I never acknowledged the other issues that were going on with my parents and the impact they were having on the family.


When my dad was home, life wasn’t great. My parents fought a lot, and my father had issues with drugs and alcohol. He struggled with substance abuse for as long as I can remember, and his job didn’t help, because there is a lot you can get away with when living on the road. I’m sure that made things worse.


My siblings and I weren’t always exposed to their arguing and fighting, but the friction between our parents was clear. There were several occasions when their relationship seemed to be over. When I finished the seventh grade, the whole family went to visit Dad in California, where he was staying with Grandpa Desmond and Grandma Mitze. He got into such a big fight with Ria that he and I spent the night outside, sleeping in the back of one of our pickup trucks. But no matter how bad the fight, they always got back together. It was a crazy environment and unhealthy for children, but it was all I knew, so it was normal for me.


While my dad and Ria had a volatile relationship and would frequently argue, there was never any violence or abuse in the home. I never witnessed any drug use. Despite his flaws, my dad was not a mean or vindictive person. He never deliberately tried to hurt me with his words. Even though he had his differences with my mom, and their relationship had ended in divorce, I never once heard him say a bad word about her. Rather, I sought his approval and wanted to be close with him. That’s why, when he once told me that I was his best friend, I was on cloud nine. Then, the very next day, I heard him say the exact same thing to Ria. I was heartbroken. We can’t both be your best friend! He wasn’t self-aware enough to provide the emotional support we needed growing up. As I later 9came to realize, you can’t expect someone to give you something they don’t have.


The mood in the house may have been more contentious when my father was home, but it was a strange dichotomy because he was also fun to be around. He was always pranking me, and he loved a good joke. He was an early bird, so he would sneak into my room at six in the morning to pounce on me and wake me up. In the summer, he’d take us all for bike rides. In the winter, we’d go skiing or do what we called “hooky bobbing” after it snowed. That involved getting into an inner tube and hanging onto the rope tied to the back of the truck while my dad drove through town. The kids would all take turns riding the inner tubes—sometimes, the truck would drag two or three tubes at a time. What could possibly go wrong? The food at dinner was also much better when Dad was home. We got to eat a lot more steak compared to Ria’s Stouffer’s frozen potpies over rice. To be fair, we loved the frozen potpies, too!


A big turning point during my childhood occurred when I started playing Pop Warner football. At first, I wasn’t sure if football was for me. Some of the kids who played were bigger than me, and I was a little intimidated. One day at practice, one of those kids tried to push me around. He picked a fight, but I didn’t back down. We got into it right there on the field. I didn’t win—I got clocked in the face with a helmet—but I stood my ground, and he never bothered me anymore. That gave me confidence. That’s when I realized that I belonged on the team.


After making the junior high team in eighth grade, I wanted to play tight end. It sounded fun, and I thought I’d be good at it. I asked the coach, but he shot me down and told me, “You don’t have the hands for that.” (It wasn’t a coincidence that one of the other coach’s sons also wanted to play tight end.) That lit a fire inside me. You don’t think I have the hands? I’m going to have my hands on the ball every play. Most kids with that mindset would go out for quarterback, but I wanted to be the center.


Nobody pays attention to the center. You get grouped in with 10the offensive line, which is where they usually stick the big kids who don’t have the athleticism to play more skilled positions. But to me, the center was the unsung hero. Every single play started with the center. He was the first person with his hands on the ball. And if he didn’t do his job—if he forgot the count, fumbled the snap, or didn’t block—everything would go south. I wanted to prove I was up for that challenge.


The coach didn’t believe that I was good enough to be a tight end. He tried to box me out, so I went out and showed him that I could be a pivotal part of the team, someone who touched the ball every single play. That fueled me like nothing before. And the more I played, the better I got. I wasn’t athletic, and while I tried playing baseball and basketball, I could quickly tell that those sports weren’t for me. But I started to shine when playing football, and it was all because of heart and drive. In ninth grade, I earned team MVP honors playing center—which is unheard of. No center is ever named MVP, especially in youth football.


To think, it all started as a way to prove myself. And that mindset drove me to some of my greatest successes and enjoyments in my life. I can acknowledge today that it also led to some of the biggest setbacks and challenges.
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Chapter 2 

The Catholic Awakening






I Don’t recall ever attending church while I lived in California. I led an agnostic life as a young kid. That all changed in the summer of 1988 when I was eleven years old. That’s when I first met Father Gavin Bitzer, who lived with us for a week in Uintah.


I was baptized Lutheran as an infant because my dad was raised a Lutheran, but Ria was Catholic. After marrying my father, they would both become practicing Catholics. And not just run-of-the-mill Catholics—they were Traditional Latin Mass Catholics.


In the mid-1500s, following the Protestant Reformation, Pope Pius V standardized Catholic doctrine and the Mass for the entire Catholic Church. That remained intact until the 1960s, when a very radical shift occurred in the Church. Led by the Second Vatican Council (Vatican II), the Catholic Church created reforms that upended many of the rituals and formalities that had been tenets of the Catholic faith for hundreds of years. It involved allowing the Mass to be celebrated in other languages, including English. Those who were upset by the cultural changes and bending of tradition returned to the standardized Latin Mass as it had been before the Novus Ordo Mass was released after Vatican II.


Ria’s father had attended a Christian Brothers school in 12Australia when he was younger. This education formed him into a devout Catholic. When he witnessed the cultural upheaval within the Church in the 1960s and 1970s, he was conflicted. It was reflected in the Mass and also the mores of the faithful. It began with little things. Nuns and priests, who used to wear habits, were suddenly running around in jeans and T-shirts—as those old rules were no longer enforced. Then the priests and nuns began to leave their vocations en masse. The Church’s stance on morality, family life, and social issues started to be widely ignored. Attendance at Mass widely declined. Many priests made outrageous claims that flew in the face of 1900 years of Church teaching. That’s when Desmond gravitated toward the Latin Mass community.


Grandpa Desmond believed that faith was the greatest gift a person could have. The energy he had for the Church was contagious within our family. Suddenly, we all had more exposure to the faith. Without his deep and persevering devotion, I don’t think my father or Ria would have become practicing Catholics.


After my parents moved to Uintah, they joined a tight-knit Latin Mass community of around fifty people. Since there wasn’t a Latin Mass church in Utah, priests from the Society of Saint Pius X (SSPX) would frequently fly in from around the country—many from the Campbell and San Jose areas of California, others from Phoenix, Arizona—to stay with members of our community and celebrate the Latin Mass inside family homes. This was paid for by charitable contributions. The host family would pick up the visiting priest at the airport and put him up at their house for a week or more.


Father Gavin Bitzer was the first priest who stayed at our house. He was tall and clean-cut, with joyful eyes. At thirty-five years old, he was young but experienced. It takes about six years of training to become a priest, so the youngest are typically twenty-five years old. They tend to be placed in communities where they can grow and gain experience without too much responsibility. This allows them to mature into their role as a priest. So, by the time Father Bitzer came to stay with us, he was already well-respected.
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The first thing I noticed about Father Bitzer was that he was down-to-earth. Too many priests and leaders can become so wrapped up in their roles and responsibilities that they forget it’s okay to be human. Father Bitzer was fully human. He didn’t constantly discuss God or religion; he was a normal guy who loved apple pie and ice cream.


We often went for walks together, venturing into the woods to go down by the river, where we made a competitive game out of stacking rocks on the shore. When I ran off to gather more rocks, he’d knock over my pile so he would always win. He was a priest who cheated! He was so relatable and fun to be around.


Sometimes, we just hung out. He never talked down to me but tried to meet me where I was and genuinely showed interest in what I was doing. Unlike my dad, who was always trying to prove himself and show how good he was, Father Bitzer was okay with who he was. There was never any agenda or ulterior motive, and that made time spent with him peaceful and calm. When in our home, he was a member of the family. But more than anything else, he set a good example and became a much-needed positive role model in my life.


The first Latin Mass I attended was in the spring of 1988 and it was unlike anything I had ever experienced. We kept the crucifix along with other religious statues and pictures on the Craftsmanstyle buffet table in our home, which we easily converted into a proper altar for Mass. With a few adjustments, our living room was suddenly transformed into a church for the twenty-five people seated within the cramped space.


When Father Bitzer and his altar server entered the room, the atmosphere shifted. I watched as they approached the altar and stood with their backs to the congregation as they spoke saying the initial prayers in Latin. I didn’t speak Latin, but had a missal, a book that contains the prayers said or sung during Mass. One side of the page was in Latin, while the other side was in English. This made it easy to follow along.
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The ritual’s formality contrasted beautifully with the intimate setting. Scattered candles send a warm light throughout the room and the sound of bells hinted at a reverence that seemed to grow during the ceremony.
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