Regional Summer Seminar on Formation for Hispanic Ministry

Loyola Marymount University

July 28-30, 2008

A Regional Summer Seminar on Formation for Hispanic Ministry that brought together educational administrators from throughout California and Nevada was held at Loyola Marymount University July 28-30, 2008.  The seminar was organized by LMU’s Center for Religion and Spirituality and was made possible through a generous donation from an anonymous foundation. 

“What is it that is better for us to do together rather than apart?” was the basic question put forward by the organizers to the participants from the two states.  The question was echoed in the homily reflections in the opening Mass by Fr. Tacho Rivera, S.J. of the Loyola Institute for Spirituality in Orange, California.  Fr. Rivera drew examples from the landmark study, Bowling Alone by Robert Putnam, to challenge this group which had not met before to consider that the work of the followers of Christ is never taken up alone.

Later that evening, the keynote address of the seminar was delivered by Fr. Thomas Florek, S.J., Director of the Instituto Cultural del Medio-Oeste (ICLM).  The ICLM is based at Notre Dame University in Indiana, yet offers Hispanic ministry formation programs in more than ten dioceses throughout the Midwest.  Fr. Florek pointed to the ten-year history of the ICLM as an example of the benefits of working cooperatively between diocesan and educational institutions.  Fr. Florek also drew upon the themes of dialogue, cooperation, discernment, decision-making, and action which are found in the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius to show how practical a Gospel-centered perspective is for the work of formation for ministry.

The number of the Hispanic Catholics in California and Nevada will increase by almost five million over the next 15-20 years.  This reality will make it necessary for the Church to raise up new leadership for this rapidly increasing population.   The Regional Summer Seminar brought together those charged with the important task of developing and running formation programs for the future lay leaders of this growing segment of the Church in these two states.

The seminar’s steering committee included Bob Hurteau (LMU), Carmen Cervantes (Executive Director of Instituto Fe y Vida), Paulina Espinosa (Director, Instituto Hispano at the Jesuit School of Theology at Berkeley), and Humberto Ramos (Parish Life Director, St. Marcellinus Parish, Commerce, California).  While the seminar was in session, two more members were added to this committee:  Fr. Rigoberto Caloca, OFM (Director of the Multicultural Institute) and José Antonio Medina (California Catholic Conference).

Given the sharp demographic growth among Hispanic Catholics in the two states and given the fact that most Hispanic ministry formation programs operate with very little resources, the idea of gathering those responsible for these programs in a regional meeting became all the more urgent.  When the funding for the seminar was found, the project was presented to the California Catholic Conference, and the bishops of the dioceses of California and Nevada were asked to select participants for the seminar.

The steering committee prepared a survey on existing formation programs, and responses were received from more than 90% of the dioceses and Institutes.  The steering committee accomplished an initial analysis of the responses and made a presentation at the seminar.

However, the very process itself of gathering data on the programs revealed the need for further discussion among this group of program administrators, which will led to a refining of the analysis.  For example, when the steering committee began to get the survey responses back, they noticed that there seemed to be some confusion about certain terms used in the survey.  The steering committee realized they had a problem: everyone had been asked to classify programs by their academic level, but the survey results listed programs that the steering committee members knew were very similar in content and scope, yet these had been placed in different levels depending on who was answering the survey.

The committee members also noticed that some of the dioceses had not sent in information on all of their programs of formation for Hispanic ministry.  Additionally, there were a couple of institutions that were left out completely.  They knew then that a serious conversation on all of these matters needed to happen at this first Regional Summer Seminar.

That is precisely what took place—a serious conversation in which agreement was reached on the meaning of terms used to describe the academic levels of ministry formation programs (introductory, basic, intermediate, advanced, and academic), and the issue of programs omitted from the survey responses was raised.   These conversations led to a homework assignment for all the Seminar participants:  the updating of the list of all formation programs that make up the pathway to ministry for Hispanic Catholics in California and Nevada.  The redaction of that updated list is taking place right now, and the list itself will become part of a report to the bishops of California and Nevada later this fall.

Goals Accomplished

· The initiation of a conversation between people in charge of Hispanic ministry formation programs throughout California and Nevada on the needs of the Church and of future pastoral leaders

· The updating of a list of Hispanic ministry formation programs in the two states, indexed by Diocese or pastoral institute, academic level, and language of instruction

· The gathering of data on existing programs of formation for Hispanic ministry in California and Nevada.  The analysis of the data is ongoing and will be shared with people in charge of formation ministries and the bishops of California and Nevada.  The data includes information on programs, instructors, students, and program administrators; statistical analysis and qualitative research are being carried out

· The program of the seminar included presentations on demographics, on the USCCB document Co-Workers in the Vineyard of the Lord, on cooperation between diocesan formation programs and apostolic movements such as Charsimatic Renewal, on opportunities in the region for earning a degree as preparation for ministry, and on past or on-going successful state-wide collaboration initiatives

· The commitment of all the participants to continue the conversation about new ways of collaboration at regional level.  Specifically, in order to deepen discussion within the church about formation for Hispanic ministry, the participants called for further conversation between the organizers of the Regional Summer Seminar  with the Region XI Commission on the Spanish Speaking (RECOSS)

This seminar is just the first step in a process of discernment that people in charge of Hispanic ministry formation programs are undertaking in order to respond to the challenge of unprecedented growth of the Hispanic Catholic population of the region that is anticipated in the next fifteen to twenty years.  Plans are underway for a second Regional Summer Seminar for 2009.

By Robert Hurteau, PhD and José Antonio Medina, STD, on behalf of the Steering Comnmittee.
