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Fr. Bernie Sippel:  Memories of the 
First Two Years of  

St. Elizabeth Ann Seton Parish 

 

To begin the story of the early days of St. Elizabeth Ann 
Seton Parish, I have to go back to 1975. That was the year 
that our Holy Father canonized St. Elizabeth Ann Seton, and 
made her the patroness of the parochial school system in the 
United States. Rome already had two miracles attributed to 
St. Elizabeth Ann Seton and was waiting for a third. Finally, 
the Holy Father said to the people in charge, "You're looking 
at it. It's right in front of you. The Catholic School System of 
the United States is certainly the third miracle of St. Elizabeth 
Ann Seton." The committee agreed with that, and she was 

canonized in a couple of weeks (the reason 1975 was chosen was because they wanted it done 
before the Bicentennial of the United States in1976). So now we had our own saint, ready for the 
next generation of people.  

The next time she makes the news is in 1981, when Archbishop Rembert Weakland announces 
that he's going to start a new parish in the Archdiocese. It will be dedicated to St. Elizabeth Ann 
Seton and located in New Berlin, Wisconsin. In March, I got a phone call from the chancery 
office saying "Why haven't you applied to be the pastor for St. Elizabeth Ann Seton?" I didn't 
think I could help because I was currently the administrator of the parish where I lived, Mother 
of Perpetual Help. The pastor was ill and I was the administrator. The diocese said, "Don't 
worry about that. We'll appoint somebody else as administrator. We'd like you to apply for St. 
Elizabeth Ann Seton." A week later, I got my letter of appointment. The letter said that I was to 
begin holding services for the people on the first Sunday after Easter, which was April of that 
year, 1981.  

So, I started getting things ready, and the first thing was to find a music minister, but where? 
One who is already employed isn't going to want to give up that job after preparing all the 
Lenten and Easter music, to go somewhere else where nothing is prepared. I knew Mary Ann 
Koch for several years and recognized that she was a good singer and pianist. After checking 
with a couple of friends who knew her as well, and who agreed that Mary Ann would be a 
good choice, I asked her to be St. Elizabeth Ann Seton's music minister and she accepted.  

The next thing I would need was a parish secretary. Doris Barta had helped me with some of 
the typing, when I started working in the Tribunal. I knew that she did a good job, and was 
very competent, but also very conscientious of not letting someone else know what was going 
on; such that, if two people came to talk to me about something, it wouldn't go any further than 
my office.  

So, I had a staff of three people: myself, Mary Ann and Doris.  
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About the same time I got my letter appointing me as pastor, the diocese sent me another letter 
that had come from the local Lutheran parish. They were offering their church as a place where 
we could hold services until we could have a church of our own. My first thought was, how 
appropriate. Elizabeth Ann Seton had lived her early life as a protestant. When her husband 
was sick and she was with him in Italy, she lived with a Catholic couple and was so impressed 
with the Eucharist and with our Lady, that she asked to become Catholic. The family said she 
should wait until she returned home to the United States and become Catholic there, which she 
did. Upon arriving home however, her family told Elizabeth it was okay if she wanted to 
become Catholic, but if she tried to convert any of the family members, they would disown her, 
and that she would never get another nickel. The Setons were a very rich family. Elizabeth's 
sister-in-law became a Catholic, and the family went through with their threat and cut off all 
funds and support.  

Archbishop John Carroll was the bishop for the United States. He heard about Elizabeth and 
asked her to come down to Baltimore and start a home school there, because he had heard that 
she was doing a good job teaching her own children. About the same time, a farmer in 
Emmitsburg, Maryland, donated his farm to the bishop, and the bishop gave the farm to 
Elizabeth and said, "Go out there and start a school." So that was the beginning of the Catholic 
School System. By the time Elizabeth died, there were schools in Philadelphia, New York and 
Boston.  

I thought it was appropriate that we start in a protestant church, just like Elizabeth did, and 
then live out our Catholicity. For our first Mass, that we celebrated on the evening of the first 
Saturday after Easter, we all gathered in a Lutheran church. The neat part was that at least they 
had pews, but no kneelers, and because it was a small building, whenever we sang, we sounded 
pretty darn good. I think that because we Catholics sang with such exuberance, the protestants’ 
singing tried to match our vitality. It was impressive when the room filled up and all the people 
came. That was how we began that first weekend after Easter. One of the phenomena however, 
among people who didn't join Seton, was how could you pray in a Lutheran church, how could 
you pray without kneelers, and how disgraceful to say a Catholic Mass in a Protestant church. 
So, needless to say, everyone didn't join.  

Prior to that, I had met in two or three homes with people who were going to be members of the 
parish, to sound out what they thought a parish should be like, and what were some of the 
things they had experienced in other parishes that they hoped, in time, we would incorporate. 
So that was a good background, and we weren't all strangers at that first Mass after Easter.  

Within two or three weeks, people wanted more singing, and wanted to be able to sing along. 
By this time, I had already purchased a residence in a subdivision, not far from church, and we 
started holding choir practice in the house. Every Wednesday night, the choir of about four or 
five singers met in the living room, and as the choir increased in number, their singing 
enhanced the music and the worship at Resurrection Lutheran Church on the weekends. Once 
the parish house was established, people came on weekdays and we had Masses in the house. I 
remember some of the holy days would be in the middle of the week, and the parking on the 
street in front of the house, turned into a parking lot. People came to the basement for Mass, for 
it was a larger room and could hold more people for Mass. On a regular weekday, the living 
room was big enough to accommodate a smaller group.  
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About the same time that all of this was happening at St. Elizabeth Ann Seton, Father Curt 
Frederick was getting prepared to work in the Chancery office, and I asked him if he would 
move in with me and live in the house and help me say Masses, because we were already going 
past three Masses on a weekend. He was glad to come, and stayed with us for two years.  

The next thing that had to happen was figuring out how we were going to build. One of the 
things that used to irritate me was when people would come up to me and say, "You're a pastor 
now. Where's your church?" And I said, "It's a field on 127th and Howard in New Berlin, and 
it's a wheat field." They would give me their sympathy then, that I didn't have a church. Well, I 
got used to that, though it irritated me nonetheless, that they thought you couldn't have a 
parish if you didn't have a parish church.  

That's easier said than done, because it costs money to build a church, and where was I going to 
get the money? The diocese had given me $5,000 so I could buy groceries and also pay a salary 
to the minister of music and the parish secretary. One of the priests of the diocese came to me 
one day and said, "I've got an idea for you. I know that there is a good handful of parishes who 
have a lot of money in the bank, and I bet, if you ask them, they would lend it to you, so that 
you could get some money and get started with building plans, and that type of thing."  

Well, I took him up on it, because at that particular time, the interest rate on borrowed money 
was 16%, and I knew if I had to pay that kind of interest, whatever I got in as money, would go 
right back out as interest. I thought that I could live with 6%. As I went to visit the varied priests 
in their rectories, I gave them that proposal, "Lend me some money, I don't expect you to do it 
for nothing, and I'll pay you 6% interest." I don't remember how much we collected, but it was 
about $50,000. And now, we had a running start, because the diocese would still insist that we 
be able to show that whatever we built, we could pay for at least fifty percent of it. And that 
indeed is what ended up happening.  

By this time, it was Christmas, 1981. Christmas Eve Mass was held at Resurrection Lutheran 
Church. We had a couple of Masses on Christmas Day, and it was really a delightful time.  

That was followed then by Holy Week and Easter of 1982. By this time, we were already talking 
about how we were going to build a church. One of the parish members was a general 
contractor and two others were architects. With these and other professionals in the parish, I 
knew that whatever we would do, would be done well, and would be done right. They came up 
with the idea of having a contest for the master plan for Seton. They thought it would work 
because at 16% interest, nobody was building homes, and there were a lot of architects sitting 
on their hands in the office, looking for something to do. So, we requested three or four firms to 
give us a master plan for the fourteen acres. Then we would pick the winner from the results. 
Everyone would get $300, so that they could at least pay mileage for their people, and a 
hamburger.  

We were scheduled to meet on a Saturday morning to look at all the drawings and see which 
one we liked. We had to cancel, because the temperature outside was 80 below zero wind chill 
factor, and 40 below zero. We weren't going to have people come out in that kind of weather, so 
we canceled it for another week. The architects came to the house and presented their plans. 
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The one we picked was built and located so that it could be added onto in years to come and 
still preserve much of the natural beauty of the land.  

I don't remember the name of the firm that won the contest, but they also got the job to draw up 
the plans for the first building. That was their reward. What I liked best about it was that it was 
placed well, so that you could have wings built onto the church for classrooms. There would be 
places for sports and other events outside, and enough room for a parking lot, so that people 
wouldn't have to walk forever to get in the church.  

The neatest day of those first two years, was an August morning, 1982. We all met at the field, 
everybody brought a shovel and we celebrated the first Mass at the location of what would 
become St. Elizabeth Ann Seton church. The crew had already begun to dig the foundation, so 
we just went to varied places with our shovels and turned over a couple shovels full of dirt. 
Mary Ann played the music on the guitar, we all sang along, and that was the first Mass at 
Seton.  

Then the construction began. One of the neat things was a firm from New Berlin volunteered to 
do all the foundation digging for free. They were members of Holy Apostles Parish, and they 
thought they would like to help us get started. It didn't cost us a dime for all the digging and 
earth moving to get ready for the foundation, the parking lot and all of those kinds of things. I 
got a chance to pay them back when at my next parish, I was doing a parking lot and I made 
sure they got hired, so that they could make some money off the church, after having been so 
generous.  

The building began, and then some of the problems began. One of the problems was one that 
you don't see when you drive in, but the north side of the building looked a little bit like a silo. 
They were trying to figure out how to get the boards to bend so that the lines with the side of 
the building would meet with the boards in the back. After several attempts, they said, "It can't 
be done. We'll have to leave it looking like a silo, having the boards go up and down and not 
right to left." You don't notice it unless you drive around the back of the building, and that's 
why the boards don't match. They go up and down, instead of around because they would all 
break if we had tried to go around.  

Then the next thing that was a hot point was, because of the great weight of the roof on the 
trusses that were holding it up, the trusses that go from the front to the back of church, were 
starting to pull apart, and would soon implode. So the architect and the carpenters came up 
with a solution to drill holes all the way through the four or five beams, put a plate on each side, 
put bolts that go all the way through, pulling them tight, and that would make them much 
stronger to hold the weight of the roof, and they still do today. So, when you look up in Sippel 
Hall and see all of those bolts and plates, know that they are there for a purpose. They're 
holding up the roof.  

Then there was one more event that could have taken lives. It happened one rainy afternoon. 
The roofer sent out his truck with all of the supplies that were going to go on the roof. 
Normally, when they would have come out, they would have spread the shingles out, 
distributing the weight, but because it was raining, the guy was sick of getting wet, so he piled 
them all in one place on the roof. He then drove away and the shingles fell through the roof, 
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landing on the floor. Only ten minutes earlier, there had been a meeting of the contractors in the 
very spot where the shingles landed. They had all just walked away when the shingles came 
crashing down. If they had been standing there, they would have been killed. And, if the 
shingles hadn't come through the ceiling where they did, they would have gone into the 
basement, and would have collapsed the whole building. But they landed on walls down in the 
basement which took the weight and nobody was hurt, greater damage was not done, and the 
construction went on.  

Then the finer points of how to decorate the church was all done by people in the parish who 
were in the trades and knew what had to be done, could advise the building committee in the 
best way to do it and also have it done well.  

As we drew closer to the completion of the first building, I tried to take the same approach 
which we had taken to raise the money; to get some of the “churchy” things that other parishes 
had in storage and weren't using anymore. One, for instance, was the sacrarium, the special sink 
where the Eucharistic Ministers would pour the water after cleaning the utensils. Another was a 
baptismal font. The presider's chair, the pulpit, tabernacle and altar, were all built by 
parishioners. Every altar needed an altar stone, and one of the parishes had an extra stone, 
which they gave to us. Mr. Cramer and Mr. Trimborn built the altar, and Mr. Cramer placed the 
used altar stone right where it was supposed to be, so that in the future, chalices and patens 
would be on an altar stone. Then, on the day before Christmas, they rolled the altar into our 
new building, and I just found that so very touching, to be able to roll it in, and put it on the 
platform, and it would look gorgeous. So, we had a choir, an altar stone, a pretty altar and a 
church full of chairs. Now, when asked, where was my parish, I could answer, "The church is 
on 127th and Howard" rather than, “It's a wheat field.” 

As I look back, especially on those first two years of ‘81 and ‘82, I tried to imagine what it would 
look like forty years later, and that's what you're celebrating now. It is all far more than I 
dreamed, and that's because the people have been so great.  

The biggest compliment I ever got was from Bishop Sklba. He said, "St. Elizabeth Ann Seton 
first started as a field, and it came out a fantastic community, and that's to your credit." 


