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Getting to know Fr. Jim Berning, SDB

Let me offer a biography to give a better understanding of who | am in these weeks where I fill
in for Fr. George. And in doing this, | would encourage parishioners to do the same to exchange
more with us!

The Canadian experience

At age fifteen was my first Canadian experience as a regional baseball tournament in Trails,
British Columbia. We flew into Seattle, Washington and then took a breathtaking scenic
chartered bus into Canada. Mr. Stockhill our coach paired up to live with host families. | still
remember this familial experience, the couple’s playful young children, the inspiring first-time
experience taking in a professional hockey game, and the luxury of eating well since our host
father was a butcher. Although our team did not advance, our coach arranged for us to take a
private tour of an Iron Ore Plant, an experience that brought me to admire Canada’s
prosperous resources.

My second experience of Canada occurred as a Salesian in 2015 to Toronto, ON. In 1985 when |
first professed as a Salesian, | put my name in for the foreign missions. | suppose this will be
the closest | come to being a missionary. But having moved across the border in Toronto and
recently in Edmonton has never made me feel like a missionary, rather there have been
ongoing friendly encounters providing me with an ongoing felt sense of home.

What preceded the Canadian experience?

| grew up in the States as a middle child in my family of seven. Early on | was shaped in the
image of a beach ball, but eventually, | stretched out to my current profile being vertically
gifted and horizontally challenged! Having mom and dad, two older brothers, and two younger
sisters made for a life filled with constant family company, where there was always someone to
spend time with, or you could say, life was filled with abundance.

Given that my father was in the oil industry, we were transplanted many times including lllinois,
Michigan, Indiana, and then out west to the Rocky Mountains having Yellowstone National Park
as our backyard. Mountaineering, fishing, hiking, and skiing were all the trimmings that
provided for a wonderful and exhilarating way to grow up as well as a great setting to really get
to know people. My parents did their part to make the best for us, such that even during
economic downturns they absorbed these challenges and encouraged us to live life to the full.
While the 1970’s were faced with economic recessions, | always experienced life as the “roaring
70s”.

Currently my mom Ann and sister Ann live in Texas, with two brothers John and Joe in
Colorado, and my sister Mary in Montana. They all visited Canada two years ago to celebrate
my birthday and take in Niagara Falls. My dad passed away from a stroke in 2004 and has taken
up residence in paradise with my little brother Michael, who passed away shortly after birth.



What preceded Salesian life and how Salesian life came to be?

| followed into suit with my father and brother John by choosing a career in the oil industry by
studying engineering and geology, but something else was internally brewing in me as well.
Early on in young adult life, Fr. Brady our pastor in Cody, Wyoming gave a vocation homily on
the prophet Jeremiah. He closed his polished homily by asking a question that later | could not
escape me. He simply asked if we as young people of the parish might be called to serve God as
the prophet Jeremiah did. | did not think or feel too much about this at first, but then the
words kept reoccurring to me, like a broken record, and then they took effect by engaging me
in Church life where | became active in Parish and Newman Center activities. | was puzzled
about why all this was happening to me, so | spoke to a Parish priest about the matter.
Ordinarily he was a very frank, but when | told him about the homily experience with Fr. Brady
and how | had become active in Church-related activities, he laughed and said with a smile,
“Congratulations, you have a vocation”. | was a baffled since the term vocation was not used
that often at the time. The priest helped me to recognize that all my volunteering and
frequenting of Confession and Eucharist were linked to a journey to serve. During my
remaining years of university, | discerned a vocation to religious life and the priesthood, signed
up for ministry activities at the Newman Center, and participated in bible studies. During my
last year, | made a vocation retreat with the Newman Center which gave me the navigation
chart and skills to probe deeper into vocation discernment.

The transition from employment with Dowell Chemical to the Salesians like?

When | graduated from university, | worked for Dowell Chemical as a field engineering
representative. The line of work was both exhilarating and satisfying, and having been
relocated three times with the oilfield service company in two years, | continued to pursue the
vocation promptings which brought me into contact with a number of diocesan and religious
priests, religious sisters and lay leaders. While working in the state of Ohio, | met a deacon
named Dennis Donovan, who later that year was ordained to the Salesian priesthood. We
enjoyed a long brunch after mass on a Sunday and he filled me about the charism of St. John
Bosco as well as the intercessory role of Mary as Help of Christians. | stayed in contact with
Dennis and various vocation directors. Eventually, | visited Salesian summer camps, their
formation house or seminary, and subsequently resigned from Dowell Chemical and began
teaching grade ten English at a Salesian school in New Orleans, Louisiana. The year was one of
great adjustment living in a religious community and learning the trade of being a teacher, but
with the lively school environment and a good Salesian community, | found the overall
experience satisfying. The next year | went to the Salesian formation house, and later that year
| professed as a Salesian in 1985. At this time, I've been a Salesian for 39 years and have been a
priest for 31 years.



