
son of God. Father Kieffer agreed and returned to the 
U.S. and began his pastoral ministry at St. Mary Parish 
in Marathon. “I spent a year with Monsignor Joseph 
Diermeier, and it was such a positive experience for 
me … I just grew and blossomed there.”

After completing his pastoral ministry at St. Mary 
Parish, Father Kieffer wanted to remain in the U.S. to 
continue his seminary studies and discussed his desire 
with Father Wierzba and Bishop Callahan. Subse-
quently, he transferred to St. Francis de Sales Semi-
nary in Milwaukee. There, he continued to grow in 
confidence and leadership. “The last two years [at the 
seminary] were a very positive experience.”

Along the way, there is a background check, Safe 
Environment training and ongoing psychological 
evaluations. Seminarians hear Father Wierzba stress 
repeatedly, “I want you to do what God wants you to 
do.” Furthermore, he says “I don’t push them, I don’t 
give them a hard sell. Discernment is a process that 
takes time and each man responds at his own pace.”

Father Kieffer was ordained a priest in 2017, but 
his formation process, now as a priest, continues. 
The vicar for clergy, Monsignor David Kunz, helps 
Bishop Callahan provide support and guidance to 
priests and deacons. “My role actually begins about 
four to five months prior to ordination, when I 
receive the seminarian’s final evaluation. I then meet 
with the seminarian and his formation adviser to 
discuss transitioning into the priesthood. I ask them 
what gifts they bring to the priesthood in the Diocese 
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Becoming a Priest

DISCERNMENT

Theology Regency

Diaconate Ordination

Four more years studying the  
doctrine of faith, moral, spiritual, 
and pastoral theology, canon  
law, homiletics, sacraments,  
and Church history.

A time reserved for 
the seminarian who 

needs to heal his 
identity as a beloved 

son of God.

Candidates are formally chosen and make 
their promise of celibacy and obedience  

before being ordained  
by the bishop.

College/ 
Pre-Theology
Living in seminary, the man  
earns a degree in philosophy.

Awareness
Time in a man’s life when he feels  
a nudge or prompting that the priesthood 
is a possibility; typically involves discus-
sions with his pastor or school chaplain.

Journey
Formal time of in-residence discernment  
focused on Scripture, catechism, apostolic  
work and human formation in preparation  
for acceptance to the seminary.

SEMINARY  
EDUCATION & FORMATION
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of La Crosse, as well as areas they think they need 
extra help with,” says Monsignor Kunz.

Newly ordained priests can expect to have two 
assignments as associate pastors, each lasting two to 
three years, before they are asked to assume a pastor-
ship. It is during this time that the new priest finds 
out how to effectively administer a parish, with all its 
intricacies, like attending parish council and oth-
er meetings, managing human resources, handling 
finances and so forth. “I actually ask them to run the 
parish council meeting for a half year to hone their 
leadership skills,” says Monsignor Kunz.

Father Kieffer’s first assignment was chaplain at 
Newman and associate pastor for both St. Matthew 
and Holy Name parishes, helping pastor Father 
Bob Thorn. Interestingly, Father Thorn was pastor 
for both parishes when Father Kieffer arrived, but 
recently Father Sam Martin, the Aquinas High School 
chaplain from Father Kieffer’s high school days, who 
was so important in his formative years, is now pas-
tor of Holy Name Parish.

The diocese has put several programs in place to 
help newly ordained priests succeed as future pas-
tors. Monsignor Kunz points to a diocesan leadership 
development program that consists of seven meetings 
held over the course of a year. He also coordinates 
a program that meets quarterly at the Holy Cross 
Diocesan Center where “junior priests” enjoy dinner, 
prayer and socializing. “These programs are designed 
to prepare new priests for their important role in 

parishes so they are not overwhelmed by their many 
responsibilities,” says Monsignor Kunz.

Moreover, Monsignor Kunz emphasizes the import-
ant role international priests play in the diocese. They 
buy us time for our new priests to gain experience in 
being an effective pastor of a parish. In the past, there 
was a lack of men entering the priesthood, which is 
the reason for the shortage we see now. “I don’t want a 
new priest to be overwhelmed by the responsibilities 
of suddenly being thrust into the position of being 
a pastor,” he says. Fortunately, there has been an in-
crease in the number of men entering the priesthood.

Father Kieffer finds joy in his ministry because of 
his experience helping people in the community find 
God in their lives in very concrete ways, whether it is 
putting his knowledge of Spanish to work in the His-
panic community, mentoring young people as chap-
lain of the local middle and high schools or praying 
with a lady in a nursing home who is dying and does 
not have a parish in the area. In so doing, he con-
tinues to grow in his own humanity and relationship 
with God. 

“I really like being a priest. I’ve enjoyed my first 
two years and I look forward to what is ahead of me 
in the coming years. I feel grateful for the assign-
ments I have had in my first two years and for the 
tremendous support I have had from parishioners. 
They have been very loving and patient with me as a 
newly ordained priest.” 

Father Kieffer finds joy in his ministry because of his experience helping people 

in the community find God in their lives in very concrete ways ... In so doing, he 

continues to grow in his own humanity and relationship with God. 
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Priestly Ordination

Associate Pastor

Deacons are ordained and enter into their 
priestly ministry through the laying on of hands 
by the bishop. Their promise of obedience to 
the bishop and the kiss of peace from him at 
the end of the ordination liturgy mean that 
the bishop considers them his co-workers, his 
sons, his brothers and his friends, and that  
they in return owe him love and obedience.

For a period of two or three years, 
the newly ordained priest serves 
two assignments. This allows time 
for personal adjustment and  
to hone his leadership skills.

Pastor
Given charge of the congregation of the parish  
entrusted to him, the pastor is in sacramental  
service of his people’s everyday lives.

Pray for Our Priests
To learn more visit: diolc.org/priesthood

PRIESTLY SERVICE
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