Out of the Laboratory: From a Study of Ministry to a Practice of Ministry

By Sara Marks, Campus Minister, Neumann University, Aston, Pennsylvania

 “Into this dark night souls begin to enter when God draws them forth from the state of beginners—which is the state of those that meditate on the spiritual road—and begins to set them in the state of progressives—which is that of those who are already contemplatives—to the end that, after passing through it, they may arrive at the state of the perfect, which is that of the Divine union of the soul with God.”

The passage I have opened with is that of the beginning of Dark Night of the Soul, the work of Saint John of the Cross. I chose this quote to open this article on ministry with, because it is the best way I can describe my experience of going from what an ordained colleague of mine calls “a laboratory of ministry” to a “practical experience of ministry.”  

While the notion of “perfection” is something we should strive for in ministry, it is not something we easily reach, thus my lone year of full-time ministry does not qualify me to go far beyond beginning that discussion, I would rather like to focus this article on the idea of moving from a “beginner” to a “contemplative” of ministry.  

I completed my masters in pastoral ministry at the University of Dayton in August 2008. For two years I spent my time in the classroom studying the theological concepts of ministry and putting them to practice in a first-year residence hall as a graduate assistant in campus ministry. By day I was a student, by night a practitioner. In this “laboratory” I could sit in a counseling triad to practice what I would end up doing at 3 a.m. in the morning with the student who just found out their grandmother died.

Theological reflection, a key element to quality ministry and something the U.S. Catholic Bishops mention with great importance in Empowered by the Spirit, comes quite naturally in the confines of the laboratory, but in the practical experience of ministry it can unconsciously become something we check off our to do list. After leaving Dayton I began my work as a campus minister at a small Catholic college in Pennsylvania; from the semester I was hired to the semester I began the division had gone through some significant changes that left me alone in campus ministry. No director and no chaplain. I left my position at the completion of the fall semester having realized that as a younger campus minister I needed to be supported more than what was possible for me under such circumstances.  

The decision I had to make to apply for another job and ultimately leave my first job post graduate school was no easy one. In fact without my mentor through CCMA’s New Campus Minister Support Network, I would most probably still be sorting out the justifications for my decision. Had this decision been made simply because I was unhappy, or because there were injustices that made my environment a difficult place to grow? If there is one thing I can stress to new campus ministers it is the wisdom that a mentor can offer you! The relationship with my mentor is what gets me through the craziness that the world of higher education presents us as professionals.  This relationship moved theological reflection off the “to do list” and onto a prominent shelf where I look at it every day.  

My mentor and I meet over tea and coffee, in diners, at malls, we discuss the nitty-gritty of campus ministry, the politics of higher education, working relationships, professionalism—our relationship even goes beyond theological reflection to what I refer to as theological laughter! He just makes me realize the goodness and importance behind what I do and more importantly WHY I do it! He offers a support system that I would not have been able to survive this past year without!

While a mentor assists in making the practical experience of ministry a place to continue to grow, I see it as vital to have the theological foundation from which to minister. My masters’ degree in pastoral ministry along side of the formation I received in the graduate assistant program at the University of Dayton is invaluable to my ability to minister. It was in the laboratory that I was given the tools to endure the practical world. That is not to say I always know exactly which tool to use, that is where the practical becomes a professor of its own, but those tools are accessible in ways that they would not be had it not been for such formation.  

I began this article with a quote from John of the Cross’ Dark Night of the Soul, while the experience of ministry, especially in that first year, can feel lonely, challenging, and often overwhelming, it is important to realize that these are the very things that continue to form us as ministers in the Church. The concept of being a “contemplative of ministry” at first seems contradictory. Ministry is active, contemplation passive, but the reality is we must contemplate what we act on if it is truly to be of God. Spiritual darkness, much like that of St. Ignatius’ desolation, is simply a time when God draws us closer in communion with God. It is a preparation period, a holy laboratory amidst the practical experience of ministry calling us to become ever closer to a God who loves unconditionally and calls us ever deeper into our vocation to serve, to reflect, and to become a “contemplative of ministry.”
-End-
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