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At the beginning of autumn, when so many of our universities are gearing up for football and classes, I will be beginning my assignment at our flagship traditional parish in San Francisco. As I head to Saint Dominic’s, I find myself reflective. Here’s what I would say to campus ministers between campuses, or people starting out at campus ministry for their first time.

***

Calm down and listen in.
A few weeks back, the grad fellowship invited me a night entitled, “The 20 things you always wanted to ask Fr. Isaiah Mary but were afraid to ask”. Question 4 was, “If there was one thing that 2013-Fr. Isaiah could tell 2010-Fr. Isaiah, what would it be?” In response, I blurted, “Calm down.” 

You see, Stanford is my first assignment. I’m fresh from school, and I was intimidated and flabbergasted about coming to the University—and such a prestigious one as this!—to do the work of the Kingdom. But I was also zealous and ready to share richness of the Church’s love for God and humanity. So I found myself wanting to teach multi-part series on the Liturgy, or Theology of Vocation, or the Charisms of the Holy Spit. All well and good, right? It’s good to learn these things! Very pertinent to human development and appropriating the faith, yes? Of course it is!

…but that’s not what they needed at the time. (Now, of course, all Christians need more development to become imago Dei, but I digress.) What the students needed was a mentor. A person who would actively listen to them. A person that could (gently) challenge them to look at their life, their religious practice and their academics, in a completely different way. To allow them the space to critically analyze the faith and grasp it on their own terms.  

I wanted to give my everything to the people of God here at Stanford. That’s not a bad thing.  My problem was that I didn’t know who I was giving my everything to, and I needed to listen to my students so that I can refashion myself to give them what they needed.  

Coffee anyone?
My officemate and lay campus minister says that I’m a coffee addict. She said once that I’m going to wake up as a coffee bean. Better a coffee bean than a cockroach, I guess.  

Much of my ministry is relational. Stanford students are very busy, part of two or three clubs, and taking too many units. Typical for a place like Stanford. But I found out early on that these students still need to eat, and they still need coffee.  

If the latest statistics from CARA are correct, then a great majority of American Catholics do not believe that you can have a personal relationship with God. That God is the great almighty is not the problem. That God is a man, had a job, friends, and experienced everything it meant to be human is the problem. There is a likelihood that many of our students do not believe in the central tenant of Christianity.  

Thus, having a person that has a personal relationship with God go out and invite people to coffee is a really good idea. If I, and all of my issues and weaknesses, can love my God—and He can love me—then the people I have coffee with can as well. 

For myself, I can say that, in one month, I see more than 20 different students. Some are one-offs, granting. But for a good many, I get to see them once every t to three weeks. I trust that these relationships can help bolster and strengthen the community as a whole, a cascade of trust and loving friendship.  

Of course, we cannot get to have coffee with every single Catholic on campus. It’s physically impossible. But we can develop a relationship with certain people, and trust that their relationship with God and you will flourish—and flourish so that the love shared may ignite others, daring others into that same, flourishing, loving relationship.  

Deepening you deepest relationship

You just gotta pray more. What is the point of bringing people into in intimate and personal relationship with God if your relationship is hardly there?  

We can always compare calendars and rack up purgatory points and see who is doing more for the building up of the Kingdom of God. We can always think of more creative and effective programs.  

But our vocation as campus ministers is to give opportunity for the current generation to experience the unpredictable adventure of love that is our God. This adventure begins—first and foremost—with an abundant prayer life.  

Our students do not need to see another smart person—they’re surrounded by them. Or another funny person. Or another silly person. Or another liberal person, or another conservative person. They need to see a person who takes his faith seriously and is not ashamed when he or she crosses him- or herself before a meal, or fumbling through a rosary while waiting for an appointment in the Student Union. I think it is more powerful to see a person of faith doing the foundational faith-filled thing—praying—than any program we can conjure up. 

Of course, I’m not merely saying that we must pray in public more. That’s not it at all. I’m calling campus ministers to deepen their interior lives. Simply. If you have fifteen minutes daily, dare for thirty. If thirty, dare for an hour. If you go to confession once every six months, dare for monthly. If spiritual direction only bimonthly—try monthly.  

Our call as campus ministers is rooted in our baptism in Jesus Christ. If a campus minister has a firm and deep foundation of prayer, I am convinced that our programs will be graced, the work will be fruitful, and life in Christ will be flourishing. Apparently, Blessed Teresa of Calcutta had two holy hours a day, on top of her spiritual reading and praying the Divine Office. If she can accomplish this deep prayer life and her thriving apostolate—what is stopping us?

***

I’m going to miss campus ministry. I’m going to miss the students, the smooth talkers as well as the socially awkward. I’m going to miss helping these young people discover what it means to be a Christian in today’s strange world. But I trust that the project of campus ministry will continue to thrive and learn and adjust to whatever the Lord gives. May we continue to reap the harvest and pass on the lessons we have learned. 

