
By Karen Gould
St. Ignatius Loyola Catholic

Church in St. Ignace was filled
to overflowing Sunday, May
27, as parishioners gathered to
commemorate the retirement of
Father James Williams, who
has been their pastor for the last
two years. He also served as
parish priest for Immaculate
Conception in Moran.

Retiring after 37 years of
priesthood, Fr. Williams often
has been described as a “people
person,” a skilled speaker who
was known for his unrehearsed
prayers.

“He could come up with a
prayer at any occasion, any
time, and it was always very
meaningful,” said Deacon Don
Olmstead.

Deacon Tom McClelland
agrees.

“He touched people by his
personal, spontaneous prayers,”
he said. “They were very spiri-
tual and very pertinent to the
reality that is a part of people’s
lives.”

Fr. Williams, who will turn
66 years old in November,
often quoted poets W.H. Auden,
William Yates, and T.S. Eliot in
his homilies and always passed
up using the lectern in favor of
offering his message from the
center aisle.

Rather than give a final
homily Sunday, he asked his
good friend, Brother James
Boynton, to give the message.
The two men worked together
at Ste. Anne’s Church on
Mackinac Island for 12 years.
In fact, in Ste. Anne’s 337-year
history, Fr. Williams is the
third-longest serving priest,
having been there 15 years.

After running the Memorial
Bridge Run across the
Mackinac Bridge the day
before, Br. Boynton presented
Fr. Williams with his race T-
shirt and medal. 

“He is the best priest I
know,” Br. Boynton told parish-
ioners.

Fr. Williams’ style as a pas-
tor was to empower others to do
things for the community,
Deacon McClelland said,  and
he encouraged parishioners to
take on leadership roles.

“He is very generous with
praise to people who do these
things to go out and help oth-
ers,” he said.

“All things are possible in
this parish,” Fr. Williams said.
“I loved it here.”

After Sunday’s service and
during a potluck dinner in the
parish hall, Fr. Williams was
recognized for establishing two
local organizations, Narcotics
Anonymous and Gamblers
Anonymous.

“You’ve challenged us,”
said Deacon McClelland.
“You’ve worked hard to get us
to move our faith from our
heads to our hearts.”

“He’s been a great teacher,”
said Deacon Olmstead. “One of
the things I admire about him is
that I could always call on him.
He was never any further away
than my telephone.”

Bishop Alexander Sample
noted Fr. Williams’ oversight of
restoration work at Ste. Anne’s
Church and his dedication to
the St. Ignace congregation
after the death of Fr. Mike
Rhoades.

"It is certainly with deep
gratitude that I extend my best
wishes to Fr. Williams as he

enters what we refer to as ‘sen-
ior priest status.’ A priest never
retires!” Bishop Sample said.
“On behalf of the whole dio-
cese, I am particularly grateful
for his many faithful years of
priestly ministry at Ste. Anne's
and to the islanders. He saw to
the spriritual needs of the peo-
ple on the island, as well as
attending to the many building
issues that go along with being
pastor of such an historic
church. His oversight of the
beatiful restoration of the
church will stand as a reminder
of his love for the island and its
people. I am also grateful for
his beautiful ministry to Fr.
Mike Rhoades and the people
of St. Ignatius Parish in St.
Ignace during his illness, death,
and the difficult days that fol-
lowed. May God bless him in
this new phase of his priestly
life!”

Fr. Williams said he consid-
ered delaying his retirement,
although something told him it
was time to retire.

“I’m not retiring because I
am not happy here. You are
great people, a great parish,” he
said. “There is something, I
can’t even verbalize it, there is

something that tells me that this
is the time for me to do this.”

He said he had a great day
on Mackinac Island Saturday,
having two private meetings,
one with Governor Jennifer
Granholm and a second with
Bishop Alexander Sample.

He told both of them that
next Sunday he plans to sleep
in, have a leisurely cup of cof-
fee, and watch the political tel-
evision show, “Meet The
Press.”

He and Bishop Sample have
discussed the future and he said
that after a period of time, if the
parish asks him to come back to
help, he would. 

“I will disappear from the
parish for awhile. It is an old
Jesuit tradition,” he said, “so
you can let go of me.”

Fr. Williams said he would
like to leave his parishioners
with the message that they can
face the challenges of life, and
they should not be faced alone.

“God always surprises us, he
startles us,” said Fr. Williams.
“When he enters our life, he
always does it in unexpected
ways. So, the first impulse is to
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Father James Williams Retires After 37 Years of Priesthood
Served Ste. Anne’s on Island, 
St. Ignatius Loyola in St. Ignace

Father James Williams (second from right), priest for St. Ignatius Loyola Church in St.
Ignace and Immaculate Conception in Moran, retired Sunday, May 27. For his last Mass in St.
Ignace as parish pastor, he was joined by (from left) Father Rey Garcia, SJ, pastor of Ste.
Anne’s on Mackinac Island, Brother James Boynton, SJ, summer program helper at Ste.
Anne’s and the vocation director for the Jesuits Detroit Province, and Deacons Donald
Olmstead and Thomas McClelland, both of St. Ignatius Loyola.
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