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STANEWS

James from Ames
Transforming STA by honoring the past, planning for the future

We have many memories of Fr. 
James Supple, who was the 
face of St. Thomas Aquinas 

parish beginning in 1947 until his 
“official” retirement in 2003   Fr. Supple 
was a “transformer” long before STA 
included that descriptor in the parish 
mission statement.  James from Ames 
made it OK to laugh in church, he gave 
us a fresh idea and daily evidence of 
what it meant to be connected to church 
and to each other.  And most important, 
he made you want to be there.   

We were fortunate to encounter him as ISU students 
(1958-62)…then later as resident parishioners when we 
returned to Ames in 1967 as Iowa State University staff.  
Fr. Supple was a great counselor….he gave you credit 
for what you learned from life experiences and your 
intellect…he encouraged people to prayerfully discern, 
and in his words, “use your head.”    

For many, Fr. Supple introduced the concept of 
“happiness” in being Catholic…and in being human, 
even with all our faults. He loved a “good laugher,” and 
he would often describe someone positively in those 
terms.  What a great compliment!   Fr. Supple was like 
a magnet, especially for young ISU students who may 
have come from earlier Catholic experience where 
priests may have been very formal and distant in their 

Banner photo: Fr. Supple (left) at a 1952 coffee 
and donuts.  Above: Don and Mary Ellen Wishart 
as students at a winter formal dance in 1959 next 
to a photo from today.  They married in June 1962.

pastoral style, or perhaps lacked a sense 
of joy.  His faith approach opened 
doors for students who wanted to talk, 
laugh, and share parts of their lives.    

Supple’s ability to remember details 
about students, resident parishioners was 
rooted in his gift of a good memory, but 

he also worked hard connecting 
details to a person…..he 
“practiced” remembering.  
He could recite someone’s 
ISU degrees, graduation year, 
hometown, who they married, 
and current life situations.

Father Supple welcomed 
Vatican II, helped bring 
more joy to liturgies, and 

encouraged people to be open to positive changes in 
decades-old traditions and practices.  Who knew that 
parishioners could sing (and laugh) in church…talk to 
one another…help conduct liturgies…be leaders in faith 
formation?  James from Ames encouraged all of that. 

-- Don and Mary Ellen Wishart (ISU’62)



From the Pastor: From the Pastor: Transformed

From the ‘little white house’ to today
Alumnus Rich Connell recalls the transformation of STA, his faith life

     I often times think to myself, “Self, I must have 
the best assignment in the whole Archdiocese.”  
What makes me think that is the amazing transformation 
I see in the student’s faith and lives while they are 
here at STA and ISU.  A clear sign of that is the sheer 
quantity and quality of people we see entering our 
RCIA program desiring to become Catholic.  Much 
like a good homily, let me share 3 areas I have seen 
this transformation in the words of some of our most 
recent students who converted to the Catholic faith.
Sacraments
     The sacraments are a powerful opportunity for our 
students to encounter Christ.  The Eucharist especially, 
in adoration and mass, is a place where I have seen 
students’ lives transformed.  As one of our students says 
“I find myself becoming more and more eager to receive 
Jesus in the Eucharist, to grow my faith in the teachings 
of the Church established by Jesus Christ.”  (AJ Lass)
Community
     The strength of our community provides support 
and a palpable experience of how much God loves 
us.  One of our students who was baptized Catholic 

Fr. Kyle Digmann | Pastor

Today’s homily reminded me so much of one of 
Fr. Supple special sermons on the Good Samaritan.  
Fr. Supple had a special touch with this story to our 
Newman student body.  He urged us as special people 
to see the needs of the less fortunate and to assistance 
them.  Normally a tough sell, but not for Father Supple. 

It was the fall of 1948 my freshman year and during 
the week I would come down the old abandoned 
railroad tracks that came from the southwest down to 
Lincolnway.  Mass was in the little white house that 
was beyond repair next to the tracks.  The house had 
been “remodeled” into the Chapel for Mass. We sat on 
straight chairs in the old converted living room.  The 
alter was in  the adjoining bedroom.  After receiving 
Communion from Father in the bedroom, you did a left 
turn into and out of the kitchen thru the hall returning 
to the living room.  There was an aura about Fr. Supple 
that made his homily and Mass so very meaningful 
even in these conditions.  

Today’s facilities are beyond belief compared to my 
early days at St. Thomas. The new facilities compliment 
Fr. Supple homilies and zeal. Your student programs 
are outstanding and you have so many students 
participating.  St. Thomas paid off for me as I met my 
future wife in the spring of 1952 buying her a coke just 
before the 5:00 PM Rosary. I always said, “you can’t 
go wrong buying drinks for a pretty girl.”  St. Thomas 
started a great Catholic experience for me.

this last Easter commented what “pushed me towards 
Christ was the people I met in faith, as they constantly 
embodied the Holy Spirit in their conversations with 
me. I saw a love that I had never experienced before 
and a love through friends that was full and ready to 
help.”  (Helena Bridwell) 
Truth
     Finally, in the modern world I find students are often 
looking to find some stability in the midst of an unstable 
and uncertain world.  Many students are struck by the 
beauty and truth of our faith. “I decided to become 
Catholic because of the absolute truth I believe it offers” 
(Jack Gepson) It’s important particularly for college 
students at a pivotal time when they are seeking their 
true identity and what will define the rest of their lives. 
“The most significant thing that led me to baptism was 
the pursuit of truth... It’s the kind of truth that you have 
to let redefine the rest of your life.”  (Jack Ruhland) 
To see transformation in the lives of the students has 
me convinced that I have the best assignment in the 
Archdiocese.  
     In this newsletter, you’ll read about alumni whose 
experience as a student transformed their lives into where 
they are today.  With your help, we can continue this 
transformative mission for the students at STA today.  All 
gifts made in response to this newsletter will be added 
to the Supple Endowment, truly a life-long gift.
    Thank you for your support of STA which makes 
such transformation possible not only for our students 
but for the future of our Church.
In Christ,

Transformed by Christ
STA welcomed two students, Helena Bridwell and 
Jack Ruhland, into the Church in Easter 2021. You 
can see additional photos from the Easter Vigil 
liturgy on the back page.

Afternoon Holy Rosary, 1952

Rich Connell pictured on his wedding day with his 
bride, Louise, in 1952.  Since 1947, STA has been a 
home where students can grow in faith amongst their 
peers.  Your continued support makes this faith home 
possible for students today!

Fr. Supple’s dream was that the alumni 
would fully support Campus Ministry.

 

All gifts made through this issue will go directly 
to the Supple Endowment.

 

** Iowa residents that donate may be eligible for 
an Endow IA Tax Credit. **

 

For more information, contact Sue Winer at 
515.292.3810 or sue@staparish.net.  
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A man of many hats
As founding pastor, Fr. James Supple filled 
many roles: liturgist, counselor, chief fundraiser, 
educator, curator of Irish jokes and social 
planner, to name a few. In this circa 1969 image, 
he served as Mardi Gras king for first graders 
in a special celebration during their Saturday 
morning religion class. 

Saint Thomas Aquinas Church 
and Catholic Student Center 
began ever so humbly in a 
framed wood boarding house, 
Porter Lodge, "that shook 
when trucks went by," as 
founding pastor James Supple 
later recalled about his first Ames 
home. But it had the right location: 
Directly across Lincoln Way from the student union at 
then-Iowa State College. 

In 1947, 35-year-old Fr. Supple arrived to create a 
spiritual and social center for a growing number of 
Catholic students at the college. The university's naval 
training program after the United States entered World 
War II and the G.I. Bill following the war accelerated 
enrollments, far more than Ames' lone parish at the 
time, St. Cecilia, could serve. 

The archdiocese's history of supporting Iowa State's 
Catholic student center goes back to the very beginning. 
A diocese-wide appeal raised about $80,000 for the 
original Newman Center, which remains the heart 
around which subsequent building pieces were added.

But more than erecting facilities, Fr. Supple -- and five 
succeeding pastors -- built a faith community of college 
students and Ames families, thousands and thousands of 
them over time and in a transitory college town.

In the spring, we'll celebrate 75 years as the parish 
and Catholic student center that has gathered, 
transformed and sent so many who found a home in 
Ames, even for a few years.

A Special Spring:
STA to celebrate 75 years

Easter Vigil 2021


