New Campus Minister Corner

Highlights From the National Convention’s New Campus Minister Orientation Session

By Esther Sanborn

Welcome to “one of the most vital missions in the Church”! This is how Archbishop Chaput described the work of campus ministry. In his keynote address at the national convention, he said you are among the visionaries, missionaries and leaders needed to embody, witness and live God’s love for today’s young adults.  

If you missed the new campus minister orientation session at the national convention, you can still benefit from the wisdom that was shared. The session introduced new campus ministers to the convention and to one another. Fr. Marty Moran offered a warm welcome and explained the mission of CCMA. New campus ministers shared the challenges of their first years in ministry in small groups led by supportive, experienced campus ministers. Helpful information and resources were discussed, including the New Campus Minister Support Network, USCCB Certification, the Frank J. Lewis Institute, and CCMA’s website, Facebook group, and blog.

The highlight of the session was the wisdom shared by Rev. James J. Bacik, well-known veteran campus minister who has served the Church as a pastor, theologian, writer, professor and lecturer (www.frjimbacik.org). It was a blessing and honor to have the expert in our field offering encouragement and inspiration. Fr. Bacik offered advice and practical suggestions for new campus ministers, tools for organizing and evaluating campus ministry, and the virtues needed to “become holier and more effective ministers of the Gospel.” Below, Fr. Bacik offers a summary of his comments, including his suggestion of the importance of the dialectic virtue “humble confidence.”

New campus ministers who participated in the session commented that they gained “a deeper understanding of our overall mission,” “ideas for personal and strategic development,” and “reassurance that I’m off to a good start.” The New Campus Minister Support Network Subcommittee wishes to thank every new and experienced campus minister who participated in the session. We also offer our continued support to new campus ministers.  We encourage you to join the New Campus Minister Support Network, found under the Members section at www.ccmanet.org. If you would like copies of the resources shared at the convention session or have any further questions, please contact memberservices@ccmanet.org.            
New Campus Ministers and the Virtue of Humble Confidence
By Rev. James J. Bacik

Thanks to a kind invitation from my friend Esther Sanborn on behalf of the New Campus Ministers Committee, I had the opportunity to address about 50 new campus ministers at the 2013 CCMA National Convention in Clearwater Beach, Florida. My presentation, based on my 40 plus years of experience collaborating with campus ministry colleagues, developed two separate themes and included discussions. Aware that newcomers often have difficulty understanding where they fit in the larger ministerial scene, I began by offering a comprehensive view of campus ministry based on the six ministerial practices described in Empowered by the Spirit: Campus Ministry Faces the Future. My treatment of each practice followed a set pattern: challenges faced, theological perspectives, campus strategies, and strategies within the faith community designed for faculty, students and our own needs as campus ministers. Forming community, for example, deals with the challenges of individualism and polarization; finds guidance in Christ the community builder; helps the university be a more purposeful, open, just, disciplined, caring, and celebrative community (categories developed from within the world of higher education); and develops a faith community that is nourishing for all the members (faculty, staff, students and ourselves), especially through prayerful liturgies, small groups and shared service projects. This comprehensive vision helps newcomers in various ways: to recognize how they are contributing to the shared ministry; to appreciate what their colleagues are doing; and to discern possible next steps in expanding their own ministerial vision and role.

The second part of my presentation focused more on the emotional and spiritual challenges facing individuals new to campus ministry. Some concerns fall under the category of personal limitations: feeling uncomfortable interacting with faculty members who seem so smart; recognizing significant gaps in one’s theological education; and encountering student problems beyond one’s competency level. Other challenges seem daunting or even overwhelming, as suggested by these comments: “University politics are so foreign to me; it takes me forever to prepare for all the new things I have to do; trying to get along with a troublesome colleague takes up so much of my energy; the intransigent polarization within the church bothers me at a deep level.” There are, however, some new campus ministers who do not recognize themselves in any of these representative comments. They are unrealistically confident that they have all the answers and are intent on reshaping campus ministry according to their own orthodox views.

As one part of a response to all these challenges, we all do well to cultivate the virtue of humble confidence.  Contemporary moral theology has made important advances by reappropriating the virtue- centered approach of Thomas Aquinas, found in the second part of his three-part Summa. Virtues are acquired habits that function like a second nature, making it relatively easy to do good.  Virtues stand in the middle between extremes that impede spiritual growth.  In the contemporary world, where life is complex and filled with tensions, it makes sense to work on dialectical virtues that are rooted in a solid Christian anthropology and attempt to keep two apparently opposite tendencies in a fruitful synergistic tension. Along this line, we can envision a series of dialectical virtues, such as committed openness, hopeful realism, enlightened simplicity, and humble confidence.  

Given the specific challenges of campus ministry, it is important to cultivate the virtue of humble confidence, with special emphasis on the noun “confidence.” We need a deeply rooted confidence that we, as ambassadors of Christ, are important to the faith community and the health of the university. Our confidence is rooted first of all not in our own gifts and talents, but in Christ as the exemplar of fulfilled humanity. We are privileged to represent Christ, who is the icon radiating God’s glory in the world, the wisdom of the Father, and the main character in the great drama of salvation. Furthermore, our confidence is rooted in the Catholic tradition that we represent. At this point in the history of the United States, the distinctive strengths of Catholicism just happen to serve as a counterpoint to the weaknesses of our culture. The Catholic conviction that human existence is essentially communal, social and interdependent challenges the individualism that is prevalent in our culture; our understanding of natural law counters moral relativism; our ascetic tradition subverts the power of hedonism and consumerism; our incarnational spirituality reveals the superficiality of a one-dimensional materialism. As campus ministers, we can be confident that the Catholic tradition we represent enriches the ongoing conversation in our universities about the good life and a healthy culture.

As campus ministers, we interact with collegians at a crucial time in their lives as they work out their adult identity, find a career path, search for a life partner, develop lasting friendships and transform a received belief system into a committed personal faith. We are blessed when invited to share some part of that journey with them. In doing our best to serve the students, we can be confident that we are engaged in ministry that has intrinsic worth and makes a difference in the lives of future leaders in the church and society.

The confidence new campus ministers try to develop should stand in fruitful tension with humility. Our tradition teaches us that humble persons recognize the deepest truths about ourselves and our relationship with God. As human beings rooted in the earth, we are embodied spirits, finite creatures, limited by nature, history and culture.  At the same time, we are made in the image and likeness of the God who holds us in gracious hands. God is absolute Truth, but our grasp of that truth is always limited and partial.  Humility calls for genuine self-acceptance that gratefully recognizes our strengths and realistically acknowledges our weaknesses. Naming our strengths contributes to our confidence, as does making progress in improving our weak points. On the other hand, humility challenges ministerial arrogance that claims a monopoly on truth and denies the value of dialogue.  

In a healthy spiritual life, humility feeds our confidence, and our confidence finds strength in our humble recognition of our total dependence on God. A humble confidence stands between an arrogant self-sufficiency and a low self-esteem, both of which limit and weaken our ministry. The dialectical virtue of humble confidence helps new campus ministers manage personal limitations and daunting challenges through prayerful reliance on God, Christ and our Catholic heritage that empower our ministry.
