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Prologue 
 

I begin with a personal note because it reflects a definite bias from which I am 
approaching this topic. 
 
First, a word of appreciation. I have rarely felt more “at home” among a group of people 
than I have with those in Australia whom I have had the honor to meet to discuss the 
realities of the foundation, development, and current challenges facing MPJPs. Their 
energy, enthusiasm, pioneering spirit, willingness to take prophetic risks, and 
recognition that “we are a minority in—yet the future of—the Church” offer 
encouragement and hope to all those birthing these new structures in the world. 
 
Second, a special depth of gratitude belongs to the formal three-year study of MPJPs 
led by Susan Pascoe and the team of theologians and practitioners. They presented 
their first-year research findings at a Symposium held in Rome from 28–30 April 2025, 
at the Australian Catholic University campus. They published “Inclusive Governance in a 
Synodal Church,” in which Professor Pascoe wrote: 

The very first step in the project was relationship-building with visits taken to the 
contributing countries, and countless online meetings. This helped create bonds 
of trust in most places so that the survey could be provided in context. The 
relationship-building results were also clear at the Symposium where participants 
arrived with a sense of purpose and trust was quickly established. The 
proceedings were open and refreshingly honest – an informal community of 
practice has emerged. (p. 2) 

Although I do not present important analysis here (which would be far beyond the scope 
of this report), I do present reflections from the papers and articles presented at the 
Symposium. They form, in many ways, the heart of this report. It is also of critical 
importance to note this: the methodology used throughout this process was Appreciative 
Inquiry, which focused on gifts, strengths, and potential found in the models being 
studied. It also brought together practitioners, theologians, and canonists in a dynamic 
exchange of expertise—a rare phenomenon in such projects! 
 
Finally, as I listened to story after incredible story of the experiences of the Australian 
Church, I did so with a Vincentian-Setonian lens, always wondering: how does this 
apply to our emerging reality in the U.S.? In many cases, I will not name specific people 
or institutions but will try to abstract from these examples what struck a deep chord in 
me. 
 
Another Vincentian lens also seems essential here: the lived experience of Blessed 
Frédéric Ozanam and the first members of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul. Their 
story offers a concrete historical example of lay people receiving the Vincentian spirit, 
translating it into a new social context and creating a durable form of ecclesial service 
that was neither clerical nor merely philanthropic. In many ways, Ozanam and his 
companions anticipated the very questions that MPJPs now face: how can lay women 
and men exercise real responsibility for the Church's mission; how can charity be 
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organized without losing personal encounter; and how can formation, friendship, faith, 
and service be woven into a structure that outlives its founders? 
 
For that reason, I will occasionally allow the experience of Ozanam and the Society of 
St. Vincent de Paul to illuminate the questions raised in this report, since the Society 
provides a powerful Vincentian precedent for lay ecclesial governance, ongoing 
formation, shared discernment, and direct contact with those who are poor. 
Ozanam’s own words express this lay vocation lived between Church and culture: “I 
belong both to the church and the university...” (Frédéric Ozanam, A Life in Letters, 
trans. and ed. Joseph I. Dirvin, C.M., Letter to François Lallier, 5 October 1837). 
 

Executive Summary 
 
This report examines the blessings and challenges of Ministerial Public Juridic Persons 
(MPJPs) through a Vincentian-Setonian lens, with particular attention to lay ecclesial 
governance, formation, stewardship, and the transmission of charism from founding 
congregations to lay leaders. 

• The central finding is that MPJPs cannot preserve Catholic and Vincentian-
Setonian mission through governance structures alone; they require intentional 
formation, clear accountability, adequate staffing, and regular contact with the 
people served. 

• The most urgent practical issues are the definition of Members’ responsibilities, 
the authority and reporting structure of the Mission Officer, succession planning 
for mission leadership, and reliable methods for evaluating formation and mission 
integration. 

• The report argues that the experience of Frédéric Ozanam and the Society of St. 
Vincent de Paul offers a powerful precedent for lay people receiving a charism, 
organizing it intelligently, and developing it faithfully in response to contemporary 
needs. 

 

1. Introduction 

Rev. Dr. Michael Garanzini, SJ, former President of the Association of Jesuit Colleges 
and Universities (AJCU) and current Senior academic advisor at the McDonough 
School of Business, Georgetown (Washington, DC), spoke with me at length about the 
development and challenges of PJPs. He situated the issue within the long-standing 
struggle of congregations to determine what it means to “own” their apostolates. 
 
 
Two current models address this dilemma: 

- Sponsorship, which gives the congregation a role of influence rather than direct 
management or operations; and 

- PJPs, the focus of this paper, because this model has been chosen for the U.S. 
universities and, in most cases, within the Vincentian Family. 
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Whatever model is chosen, Mission must remain the highest priority. For an institution’s 
Mission to endure, it must be: 

1. Adaptable to changing times; 
2. Rooted in the Charism; and 
3. Responsive to people’s needs today. 

 
Fr. Garanzini also reflected on the continuing role of a congregation, especially in 
sponsorship models: religious communities are entrusted with reflection and guidance 
for the laity who carry the Charism, while the laity’s primary responsibility remains the 
institution in which they serve. 
 
It is important to define terminology at the outset, especially within the Vincentian world, 
where terms are often used simultaneously. I am grateful for Gabrielle McMullen’s 
article, “Perspectives on and Hopes for Lay Governance in a Missionary Synodal 
Church: An Australian Perspective,” which sets out these definitions clearly: 
 

In Canon Law, a juridic person is a legal entity established by the Church for one 
or more specific purposes, analogously to a corporation in civil law. When its 
purpose, as approved by the competent ecclesial authority, serves the public 
good, it is designated a public juridic person (PJP) [Canon 116]. Traditional PJPs 
include dioceses, parishes and religious institutes. In the case of the so-called 
ministerial PJPs, (or MPJPs) their purpose is the stewardship or sponsorship of 
Church ministries. MPJPs’ perpetual status offers stable governance to 
education, health and aged care, and community service ministries which are 
critical to the mission of the Church. (p. 3) 

 
I added the parts in red to highlight the definitions in the text. These terms, along with 
“Foundations” (especially throughout Europe), have been used interchangeably within 
the Vincentian Family. 
 
Furthermore, there are different terms in use for those who administer these canonical 
entities. 
 
Congregational Leaders / Members: titles most often given to the religious  
communities or institutes (Vincentian Branches) which have founded the MPJPs and 
may serve in an oversight capacity (at least initially) over the MPJP to guarantee its 
fidelity to the Mission for which it has been established. 
 
Member / Sponsor / Trustee / Stewards: some of the titles given to those  
to whom the canonical mission of the MPJP has been entrusted. This is the body which 
witnesses and serves the Church’s mission collegially through its service of stewardship 
in their oversight of the civil boards that they entrust to govern their ministries. They 
maintain reserved powers regarding mission and certain fiduciary responsibilities. They 
are usually composed of lay women and men, imbued with the Charism(s) of the 
Founder(s). However, in its early stages, people of consecrated life may also be found 
in this group. 
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It is important to say here: they are much more than a “Board above all Boards!”  
Rather, they are to be looked upon as a small Christian community of canonical 
stewards, called to hold in communion the various communities made up by the entities 
under their care.  
 
The Society of St. Vincent de Paul offers a particularly helpful analogy for this point. The 
first Conference of Charity, founded in Paris in 1833 by Frédéric Ozanam and his 
companions, was not simply a committee for distributing aid. It was a small Christian 
community of lay persons who gathered around friendship, prayer, reflection, and 
concrete service. Its members learned to hold together faith, fraternity, and 
responsibility for the poor. In that sense, the Conference model reminds us that a 
governing body in the Church can never be reduced to procedure or oversight alone; it 
must become a community capable of discerning, loving, and acting together. 
Ozanam described this fraternal growth in explicitly spiritual and apostolic terms: “May 
we also grow in friendship, piety, and zeal for good!” (Frédéric Ozanam, A Life in 
Letters, trans. and ed. Joseph I. Dirvin, C.M., Letter to Auguste Le Taillandier, 21 August 
1837; DePaul University Vincentian Collections). 
 
Board of Directors: an exclusive term for the governance authority of the  
Institution(s) that work in collaboration with the leadership and authority of the Members. 

 
Mission Officer: the person who develops and facilitates the processes of Formation 
for the MPJP in collaboration with the Members and the team assigned to assist in the 
continued growth in Mission of this manifestation of the Body of Christ.  
 
Another article, this time written by Gabrielle with Martin Laverty and entitled “Learnings 
from the Development of New Lay-Led Church Entities in Australia,” presented a study 
that was done of the 11 MPJPs that existed in Australia in 2019. The results of this study 
were pulled together under eight groupings in their article, which are also the general 
headings for this report. 
 

2. Scriptural, Theological, and Charism Foundations for Lay 
Synodal Leadership 
 
Vincent de Paul taught us to be attentive to the signs of the times. Today we see two 
movements coming together: 

1. A renewed understanding of our baptismal call is emerging as the foundational 
source of Christian vocation, shaping the laity's involvement across all facets of 
church life.  

2. Consecrated life is undergoing significant transformation, with congregations 
actively redefining their ministries for contemporary contexts and demonstrating 
how they intend to sustain their tradition of charity while addressing the realities 
of fulfillment or completion.  
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Within this dynamic environment, both the Vincentian - Setonian Family and the broader 
Church are witnessing the development of new expressions of the Charism and the 
creation of innovative models of ecclesial governance. 
 
Among the most illuminating historical examples of such a new expression is Frédéric 
Ozanam. As a young lay Catholic in post-revolutionary France, he did not inherit the 
Vincentian Charism through formal membership in a religious institute. He received it as 
a spiritual and ecclesial tradition, recognized its relevance to the wounds of his own 
society, and gave it a new lay form through the Society of St. Vincent de Paul. This 
matters deeply for MPJPs because it shows that the Charism is not diminished when 
entrusted to lay people. Rather, when lay people are well formed, ecclesially grounded, 
and personally close to those who are poor, the Charism can become newly fruitful. 
Ozanam also helps us avoid imagining lay governance merely as a practical response 
to the diminishment of religious institutes. His example suggests something more 
theological and more hopeful: the Spirit can call lay people to become genuine bearers, 
interpreters, and developers of the charism for a new age. 
 

2.1 From the Scriptures and Vincentian Charism Reflections 

Of special significance to us when we speak of MPJPs is St. Paul’s teaching that we are 
the Body of Christ, each given our own gifts by the Holy Spirit, which are to be used for 
the building up of the Body and the service of one another. Furthermore, we are joined 
together by one faith, one Baptism, and one God. 
 
This baptismal foundation was visible in the earliest Society of St. Vincent de Paul. 
Ozanam and his friends did not begin with canonical power, institutional prestige, or 
financial strength. They began with the conviction that their faith had to become visible 
in love. Their shared baptismal dignity became a shared responsibility: to allow the 
suffering of the poor to question them, to form them, and to send them. The result was 
not a loose collection of private good works, but a stable community of mission in which 
lay people assumed responsibility for one another and for those they served. 
 
In his article, “Explorations in MPJP Lay Ecclesial Leadership in Australia: Tensions, 
Questions and Hopes,” Jamie Calder, SJ, laid a powerful foundation for a theological 
understanding of lay leadership within MPJPs and the Church. He begins by saying: 

A theological starting point for understanding all Christian mission is the Doctrine 
of God and the Incarnation. Here we see that God’s Triune life is pure mission. 
For, what is revealed is absolute self-giving, self-communicating love in Jesus 
Christ, experienced in the power of the Holy Spirit. (p.9) 

 
Reading this leads us to immediately think of Vincent de Paul and the emphasis he also 
gave to both the Incarnation and the Trinity in his spirituality and ministry of service. 
Vincent emphasized the Trinity as the ultimate model of unity in mission and charity. For 
him, their relationship is not only the foundation of all Christian action, but also a living 
example of self-giving love and collaboration.  



 

 
7 

 
He taught that just as the Trinity exists in perfect communion—each Person distinct yet 
wholly united in purpose—so should Christians, especially those called to leadership 
and service, strive to act together in harmony and humility. This Trinitarian vision 
underpins Vincentian ministry: it inspires service that is relational, collaborative, and 
directed toward responding to the needs of the poor.  
 
Though speaking to the confreres of the congregation he founded, his guidance 
regarding their communal life extends in relevance well beyond them: “Live together as 
having but one heart and one soul so that by this union of spirit you may be a true 
image of the unity of God” (Vincent de Paul: Correspondence, Conferences, and 
Documents (CCD) by Pierre Coste, CM, IV:238). Ever practical, he advised his 
followers: “Love one another, bear with one another, support one another and be united 
in the Spirit of God who has chosen you for this great undertaking and will preserve you 
for its fulfillment” (CCD V:441). The same love that unites the Trinity also keeps us 
connected to one another: “Charity is the cement that binds communities to God and 
persons to one another” (CCD:II:413). 
 
Trinitarian love extends beyond itself, serving as a model for our own conduct. “We 
must love our neighbor as being made in the image of God and as an object of His love” 
(CCD:XII:215). Called to do as Jesus did, Vincent reminded his followers that “(there) is 
no act of charity that is not accompanied by justice or that permits us to do more than 
we reasonably can” (CCD:II:68). By maintaining a healthy life balance, we benefit just 
as much as those we help and thus experience the abundant life Jesus came to give us. 
“The kingdom of God is peace in the Holy Spirit; He will reign in you if your heart is at 
peace. So, be at peace … and you will honor in a sovereign way the God of peace and 
love” (CCD:I:111).  
 
During one intervention in Austria, our facilitator, Sr. Barbara Flad, SC, Superior General 
of the Sisters of Charity of Zams, highlighted an essential point: the life journeys of 
Vincent de Paul and Louise de Marillac remind us that saints are not born fully formed, 
but become who they are through growth and conversion. Both began with aspirations 
shaped by their circumstances—Vincent by material advancement and social status, 
and Louise by her noble upbringing and the expectations placed upon her—but their 
experiences gradually led them to reassess their values and respond more deeply to 
the needs around them. 
 
Both Vincent and Louise experienced inner crises, which ultimately led them to respond 
compassionately to the distress of others. This response transformed their view of 
humanity, moving beyond seeing the poor as merely needy. Instead, they recognized 
the dignity of every person and saw those in need not just as recipients of charity, but as 
“Lords and Masters”—embodying Christ himself. Their service became an act of serving 
Christ in the poor. As Louise said: “Be diligent in serving the poor. Love the poor, honor 
them as you would Christ himself” (Spiritual Writings of Louise de Marillac (SWLM), 
Louise Sullivan, DC, editor: A.91:741). 

https://www.inspiringquotes.us/quotes/X8Ll_eKIx9BNH
https://www.inspiringquotes.us/quotes/X8Ll_eKIx9BNH
https://www.inspiringquotes.us/quotes/ca7dbafff206c4ae070b71d843364cff
https://www.inspiringquotes.us/quotes/ca7dbafff206c4ae070b71d843364cff
https://www.inspiringquotes.us/quotes/ca7dbafff206c4ae070b71d843364cff
https://www.inspiringquotes.us/quotes/5296572685456c24237f78a232a881ee
https://www.inspiringquotes.us/quotes/5296572685456c24237f78a232a881ee
https://www.inspiringquotes.us/quotes/5296572685456c24237f78a232a881ee
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Elizabeth Ann Seton also knew trials and crises in her life’s journey. Reflection upon 
them led her to confess: “Instead of measuring your difficulties with your strength, you 
must measure them with the powerful help you have a right to expect from God” (St. 
Elizabeth Ann Seton, Collected Writings, Volume 3b, p. 83). Her reliance upon this 
grace enabled her to rejoice in her vocation. She wrote: “To speak the joy of my soul at 
the prospect of being able to assist the poor, visit the sick, comfort the sorrowful, clothe 
little innocents, and teach them to love God” (Letter to Julia Scott, 23 March 1809, II, 
62). 
 
Vincent and Louise began as spiritual companions and seekers, establishing a 
collaborative and equitable relationship. This dynamic allowed both to influence and 
shape each other’s perspectives, fostering mutual growth. 

➢ Vincent: Emphasized self-reflection and trust in God’s mercy. 
➢ Louise: Focused on practical organization and making God manifest in tangible 

ways. 
 

The lived experience of Vincent and Louise exemplified what Calder expounded: all 
authority originates from God’s mission, which is grounded in the Trinity and is 
inherently relational and servant oriented. This authority is exercised in response to the 
needs of others, especially those who are poor or marginalized. The relational nature of 
the Trinity serves as a model for servant leadership, emphasizing the importance of 
responding compassionately and justly to the needs encountered in mission. 
 
True collaboration involves embracing values that are more than abstract concepts.  
Vincent took a practical approach toward collaboration, summarized this way: “We 
should assist (the poor) in every way and do it both by ourselves and by enlisting the 
help of others... to do this is to preach the gospel by word and by work” (CCD:XII:77-
78). He taught that each person must give their all to this work, highlighting the good 
which comes from a united effort: “If God were pleased to give this spirit of support and 
adaptation to each individual, what great union and advantages would this procure for 
the entire body because we would regard the interest of others as our own!” (CCD: 
V:423). He also believed these efforts should have a singular focus: the poor, who must 
be well served, if not by us, then by others: “We should relinquish to others the good 
works they offer to do, in the belief, with good reason, that they will do them better than 
we” (CCD:III:79). 
 
In this context, the Vincentian - Setonian tradition emphasizes several core virtues: 

1. Truthfulness: Identifying matters clearly and communicating in straightforward, 
accessible language.  

2. Transparency: Remaining open and honest, without seeking personal 
recognition. 

3. Humility: Being willing to learn from others and accepting one's vulnerabilities. 
4. Gentleness: Approaching others with compassion, informed by an honest 

awareness of personal limitations. 



 

 
9 

5. Active Charity: Demonstrating empathy through organized, consistent, and 
creative actions, and adapting to changing circumstances. 

 
The Mission is most directly realized in the sacrament of Baptism. Louise’s reflections 
on this foundational sacrament led her to say: “Since the sacrament of Baptism is a 
spiritual birth, it follows that He, in whose name we are baptized, is our Father and that, 
as His children, we must resemble Him” (SWLM:A.23:786). But she did not stop there.  
Of even greater importance was what was being asked of her as a baptized member of 
the Church. “I affirm and renew the sacred profession made to God for me at my 
Baptism. I irrevocably resolve to love and serve Him with greater fidelity and to give 
myself entirely to Him” (SWLM:A.3:694). 
 
As Calder notes, it is within this Baptismal context that the vocation of a canonical 
steward—the commitment to service—is situated in the “ordered communion” of the 
Catholic Church.   By participating as part of a small, intentional Christian community 
alongside fellow canonical stewards, connections are established both within the 
institution and beyond its walls with individuals served. 
 
Individually, the impact of Vincent and Louise was limited, but through building networks 
and collaboration, they broke down mental and physical barriers. They connected 
farmers and investors, the underprivileged with the nobility, worked closely with women, 
and challenged traditional practices. Their commitment to personal relationships 
fostered mutual understanding and respect, ensuring that everyone felt valued. 
Importantly, they embraced change and innovation, moving beyond established norms. 
 
Successful organizations, like those built by Vincent, Louise, Elizabeth Ann, and 
Frédéric, respond to the challenges of their age with practical action rather than 
remaining trapped in theory. Consequently, the Church’s work and its participation in 
God’s mission of evangelization continue to be visibly enacted in the world. 
 
In the intellectual world of the university, Frédéric and his companions were challenged 
to show what the Church was doing for the poor. Their response was not to win an 
argument by words alone, but to create a form of organized charity rooted in personal 
encounter. The founding of the first Conference shows a distinctively Vincentian 
movement from debate to discernment, from discernment to action, and from action to 
structure. This is precisely the movement that MPJPs must continue to make: not 
structure for its own sake, but structure born from mission and continually judged by 
mission. His practical summons was direct and unmistakable: “Let us go to the poor!” 
(Frédéric Ozanam, quoted in Amin A. de Tarrazi, “Frédéric Ozanam: A Lay Saint for Our 
Times,” Vincentiana). 
 

2.2 A Quick Glance at Church Documents: Vatican II to the Present 

Catherine Clifford’s article, “Inclusive Governance in a Synodal Church: Approaches to 
the Exercise of Authority by Lay Persons: Background Paper,” offers a comprehensive 
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analysis of the evolving concept of authority in relation to lay persons within the Church 
since the Second Vatican Council.  For my purposes, I would just like to highlight what I 
felt were some of the more critical developments. 
 
Lumen Gentium, from Vatican II, described for us the three-fold vocation of every 
baptized Christian as participating in the offices of Christ as priest, prophet, and king. 
 
Later, the 1983 Code of Canon Law allowed for some laypersons to cooperate in the 
apostolate of the hierarchy, thus defining their right to governance as delegated from 
one with orders. (CIC:129.2) 
 
More recently, Pope Francis in Praedicate Evangelium (2022), opened the door to a 
synodal process of decision making, based on the competencies of all the baptized, 
called by the Spirit for the life and mission of the Church.  
 
For such a model to be most effective within a MPJP, there are clear implications for its 
stewards, such as: 

- An awareness of their role as a response to a vocational call, and as such, one 
that needs to be nurtured by personal prayer and continued formation. 

-  A willingness to exercise this ministry in a synodal and collaborative manner, 
creating an environment of transparency and accountability among themselves 
and throughout their institution. 

- A desire to grow in trust of one another and of the Church, in which the practical 
and theological questions which they still face can be discerned together. 

For a further exploration of these implications, please see the article written by Maeve 
Heaney: “Theological Underpinnings and Undercurrents of Lay Governance.”  
 

3. The Heart of the Matter: Practical Implications from the Field 

During my visits to Chicago, Notre Dame, Australia, Austria, and other “virtual” 
destinations, I was presented with a wealth of information greater than the few 
“presenting questions” which I had in mind (which can be found in number 4. in the 
following text).  These consultations, and the wisdom shared during them, were 
priceless. I doubt that I can adequately capture all I heard in this report. But I will try to 
share the themes that seemed to get the most traction, not only in my own hearing, but 
also during the group sessions that were held most notably in Australia. 
 

3.1 Regarding the Leaders of the Founding Congregations 

I have heard of only one MPJP that was formed without any leader of the founding 
congregation appointed to it!  There was recognition right from the start that placing 
their sisters on the MPJB Board was an unsustainable model. They decided to make a 
commitment to begin this work with eyes wide open, facing the reality of the future! 



 

 
11 

 
However, this congregation had also been consciously working for years on the 
formation of its lay collaborators, so they had a pool of people who they felt were 
competent in their formation in both the Catholic faith and their congregation’s Charism. 
This was in addition to the other skills necessary for the successful administration of the 
MPJP they were asked to form. 
 
The independence of the Members Board, once established, is another interesting point 
which was often raised. Board Reports are certainly shared with the leaders, though not 
for their approval (and sometimes these reports had to be submitted through the 
congregations to Rome, sometimes not).   
 
A significant question which was raised was this: are there any “unwritten expectations” 
that may need to be brought to light at the start of the process to create good and 
correct bonds of collaboration and communication between these entities, especially 
looking ahead to when there is a change in either congregational or board leadership? 
 
For example, someone spoke of the question being raised of an MPJP contributing or 
raising funds to restore the property of a founding congregation. Nothing was said of 
this in the original agreements that established the MPJP. This issue became a great 
source of tension in the organization. 
 
One leadership team also holds reserve powers over the formation program of the 
Board Members. They may even plan for them the theme(s) which they wish them to 
reflect upon. The question of reserved powers for the leaders of the congregation(s), 
especially as those institutes come to completion, is a delicate one. 
 
The clearer the governance framework, the better. 
 

3.2 For the Members 

Those entrusted with this ministry (this word deliberately chosen) go by different titles 
in different locations, be they sponsors, trustees, members, etc. 
 
In the new configuration being created in the US, they will be called Members 
canonically and Trustees civilly.  The same group will serve in both capacities. 
 
 
Putting this next point in a US context, Members are people who should: 

- See their role as their vocational call / part of their personal mission from God. 
- Understand that it comes to them from their Baptism and is their participation in 

the very 3-fold ministry of Jesus as priest, prophet, and king. 
- Be practicing members of the Catholic Church, already participating in the 

creation of a community of collaborative service in some fashion. 
- Understand the Vincentian/Setonian Charism, at least in a basic way. 
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- Be willing to undergo a continued process of formation in the Charism and in the 
Faith. 

- Be willing to engage in a synodal dialogical process of governance and decision 
making with the other Members, which will foster among themselves communion, 
participation, and mission.  

 
The life of Ozanam can also enrich the discernment of those called to serve as 
Members, Sponsors, or Trustees. He was a scholar, husband, father, citizen, and lay 
Catholic whose vocation was lived in the world, not outside of it. His service of the poor 
did not compete with his lay life; it revealed the Christian meaning of that life. For MPJP 
Members, this is an important reminder that governance itself can be a lay vocation 
when it is undertaken as service, discernment, and stewardship of the Church's mission. 
This readiness to act belongs to Ozanam’s own spirituality of lay responsibility: “Let us 
do without hesitation whatever good lies at our hands” (Frédéric Ozanam, Letter to 
François Lallier, 5 October 1837). 
 
Membership also entails a commitment to continued growth in the understanding that 
the Church, along with its institutions and members, represents the sacramental 
presence of Christ in the world. As St. Vincent de Paul observed, “it is not enough to do 
good. It must be done well” (CCD:XI:43). Accordingly, those who act in this role 
demonstrate a prophetic vision rooted in scriptural testimony and the social teachings of 
the Church (cf. Charles E. Bouchard, “The Significance of New Sponsorship and 
Governance Models in a Synodal Church,” pp. 5-6). 
 
In addition to the above-mentioned criterion, there are any other number of questions 
that need to be addressed before one is appointed to an MPJP. 
 
In some places they do not have to be Catholic.  Although that is not true according to 
the bylaws for the Vincentian - Setonian Board, candidates would still need to express a 
willingness to be formed in the areas in which they are lacking. 
 
Is this body driven by a Mission Imperative, or are other factors of equal or greater 
concern at work in the naming of its Members? (This is not to say that other skills are 
not important or required.) Is there some kind of pre-assessment—and who administers 
it, a Mission Officer or another consultant? Does the Mission Officer or an assessment 
advisor weigh in before a final decision is made on a candidate for the Board? 
 
One MPJP (Good Samaritan Education) developed a detailed process that took a 
candidate for Membership through an initial process of discernment, to further things to 
be considered before accepting an invitation to serve on the board, and finally to a 
three-year formation process as a Member!  Below is the outline of the entire process, 
which I thought was worth seeing, at least in its outline form.  

1- Discernment: General considerations: 
a. Spirituality 
b. Catholic thought 
c. Leadership & governance 
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d. Demands if appointed & next steps 
2- Invitation to Governance: 

a. Role of a Board Member: Stewardship / Leadership / Decision-making 
b. Spirituality 
c. Catholic Thought & Context 
d. Leadership & Governance 

3- Induction for Governance: (over a three-year period) 
a. Spirituality 
b. Catholic thought 
c. Leadership & governance 
d. Ministry Context 
e. Self as Leader 

All these stages are done both individually and with the Mission Officer, as well as with 
others.  
 
Canon Lawyers and Civil Lawyers generally write the constitutions for the MPJP’s. 
Unfortunately, the experience of those in the field states that there are not many 
instances when Mission experts are invited to participate in this foundational process. 
They cite this as potentially problematic: 

- The “big picture” of the very reason for the existence of the MPJP may get lost. 
- They may quote Canons about formation written for religious, not the laity. 
- They may overlook the importance of the integration of Mission and formation 

into the very structure of the MPJP. 
A board also needs to be reminded if something new is written into Canon Law or is 
developed in Church praxis. 
 
Bylaws determine the number of meetings for a board, but everyone knows that new 
boards meet more frequently as they are starting their mandate to determine the exact 
nature and demands of their work. 
 
Each board is responsible for its own formation. Some do it totally independent of their 
Mission Officer – without that person necessarily knowing what they are doing!  Others 
do it in conjunction with that person to a greater or lesser extent. 
 
The first model is incomprehensible if one wants to establish a unified sense of mission 
throughout an organization and all its subsidiaries. It would also be most difficult to 
facilitate a coherent formation process when the board is going one way and everyone 
else is going another. 
 
Does the Mission Officer attend board meetings? Some have expressed gratitude that 
they do not have to be there! Others have asked why they were not at least in the room 
as observers and as supporters to Board Chairs? 
 
There are cases where a board has sought its own spiritual companion who attends all 
its meetings.  Others go on annual retreats together, not necessarily in conjunction with 
the mission officer. No matter what model is chosen, it is hoped that there is some kind 
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of collaborative connection (if only information sharing) around what a board does for its 
own formation with the Mission Officer. 
 
Many boards form sub-committees for their work.  If that is the case, one usually 
touches upon the area of Formation.  If they are themselves well formed, they may be 
an invaluable source of support for the Mission Officer. 
 
It is also common for the board to meet with the institutions under their mandate. These 
visits should focus on stewardship—supporting and affirming the institutions' work—
instead of conducting administrative evaluations, which are more appropriate for their 
Boards of Trustees. 
 
Having joint meetings, common formation opportunities, and retreats with the Boards of 
Trustees of the institutions is another way for the Members to create an atmosphere of 
synodal collaboration throughout the MPJP. I will return to this point later in the report. 
 

3.3 For the Mission Officer 

As I am writing this, I am realizing that I am using the term “Mission Officer” to 
simultaneously mean “Formation Director” when looking at the person’s role at the 
Membership level.  I am also aware that formation responsibilities may be delegated 
and shared by others – but this office, in my understanding of all the discussions, is the 
center from which it all flows in support of the work of the Board. 
 
This also raises the question of accountability.  To whom does the Mission Officer 
report?  It was widely observed that organizational frameworks requiring the Mission 
Office to report directly to the CEO or President may create significant conflicts of 
interest, potentially hindering the effectiveness of the Mission's operations. 
 
Almost to a person, the thought was that the Mission Officer should have a direct line to 
the Chair of the Members Board and should report only to that person – for the integrity 
of the Mission and the formation that needs to be offered to the entire MPJP. 
 
A concrete example used: if the Board of Directors of an institution decides that Mission 
and Formation need to have their budget cut, that decision should be reserved to the 
Members Board, keeping the Mission Officer out of the politics of it. 
 
Support for the Mission Office's essential functions was a recurring topic of discussion. 
It was consistently noted that the Board holds primary responsibility for oversight of the 
Mission and the formation of the MPJP. Ideally, Board members will possess 
comprehensive knowledge of both the faith and its charism, enabling them to provide 
creative and innovative leadership as the institution continues to develop. However, the 
amount of time they can dedicate to these matters remains an important consideration. 
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The size and staffing of Mission Offices vary greatly, depending on the structure of the 
MPJP for which it is established. In most cases it focuses its energies on the actual 
formation of the Members Board and the overall direction of the subsidiaries of the 
institution. Most of the direct formation of Boards of Directors and / or staff and clients is 
more frequently done on the local level by others who work in conjunction with the 
Mission Officer.   
 
No matter what the actual structure, no Mission Office can function successfully by 
working in isolation. Dr. Dennis Holtschneider, in his article “Lessons from Trustee 
Mission Committees for PJPs,” cites several valuable lessons that can be learned from 
experience by these new Mission Committees. 
 
He names many, but I would like to highlight a few: 

• Seeing the organization is providing sufficient staffing and financial support to 
achieve the mission goals being set.   

• Confirming that strategic plans and capital campaigns contain plans for 
strengthening and achieving mission-based goals.   

• Seeing that the senior leadership team’s annual goals contain the specific 
mission goals that are planned for that year, that they are held accountable for 
those items, and perhaps even rewarded accordingly where salary is tied to goal 
achievement.   

• Having a broad conception of the content of committee education and formation 
and adding at least a small component to every meeting.    

• Trying to rise above the differences that divide the church and society in a way 
that allows fresh insight and a broader conception of the matters at hand. (p. 10) 

 
Formation is essential. Given the newness and evolving nature of this form of 
governance, not only does every MPJP, but even the Church herself, have the 
obligation to guarantee that effective formation is provided. Such holistic processes 
must touch upon the entire identity of an MPJP, from how it is governed to how it follows 
in the footsteps of Jesus Christ (cf. Chad Glendinning, “Canonical Issues Associated 
with Ministerial Public Juridic Persons,” p. 13). Despite its importance, we seem 
constantly to be struggling to keep up with increasing demands for it, which often 
exceed our available resources, both human and otherwise. 
 
Here the early history of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul provides an especially 
valuable lesson. Ozanam and the first members did not form themselves in isolation. 
They needed accompaniment, especially from people who knew the poor personally 
and could introduce them into a truly Vincentian way of seeing. The guidance 
traditionally associated with Blessed Sister Rosalie Rendu is significant: she helped 
young lay people move from generous intention to concrete, respectful, personal 
service. This suggests that the Mission Office must never be reduced to producing 
programs or materials. Its deeper task is to accompany people and communities into an 
apprenticeship of encounter, where the Charism becomes a way of seeing, judging, 
praying, and acting. Ozanam rooted this apprenticeship in the imitation of Christ and 
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Vincent: “Let us learn of him to forget ourselves...” (Frédéric Ozanam, Address to the 
General Assembly of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, Saint-Sulpice, 2 August 1848). 
 
One important question, still largely unstudied, is whether an MPJP formed from 
multiple congregations with distinct charisms gradually develops a charism of its own, 
one that extends beyond those of its founders. I find it difficult to imagine that this would 
not happen; what it will mean remains to be seen. 
 
The questions that are raised in this field can seem overwhelming, but there was 
creative energy to design and implement formation processes that would respond to 
these challenges and have an impact on the delivery of services to the people served 
as well as to the very culture of the MPJP.  I believe every Mission Officer can find 
encouragement and support in the words of Mother Seton:  

We know certainly that our God calls us to a holy life. We know that he gives us 
every grace, every abundant grace; and though we are so weak of ourselves, this 
grace is able to carry us through every obstacle and difficulty (Elizabeth Seton: 
Foundress of the American Sisters of Charity Her Life and Work by Agnes Sadlier,  
p. 194).  

4. Formation 

What is formation, especially when one is referring to a MPJP? My discussions with 
formators uncovered a rich variety of responses to this question.  The following 
elements were universally mentioned, no matter what the ministry of a particular MPJP: 

- Allows for a personal and corporate transformative process. 
- Creates a contemporary missionary thrust. 
- Supports effective leadership and the delivery of quality service to one’s 

constituents by immersing them in the mission and values of the organization. 
- Roots its processes in Scripture and the Catholic faith, the Charisms of the 

founding congregations, and Catholic Social Teaching. 
- Involves personal reflection, dialogue, and discernment. 
- Deepens one’s understanding of their own gifts as well as their spiritual purpose 

(vocation) in the ministries they lead. 
 
Education addresses the requisition of knowledge and skills. Formation touches the 
heart, the development of values, attitudes, and ultimately one’s relationship with God 
and others. 
 
Nehme Khattar, Chief of Mission Integration for Catholic Healthcare in Sydney, 
Australia, poetically describes it this way: 

Formation is a creative, communal, and cumulative process. 
It is creative because it emphasizes, draws on, and expands the unique gifts of 
the person. 



 

 
17 

It is communal because it does not happen in isolation but rather within the 
context of a group or community. People are formed and potentially transformed 
through their interactions with one another. 
It is cumulative because it presupposes gradual development. Although there 
may be moments of dramatic change, formation is seen as a continuing process 
of growth, a piece at a time, of interest, insight, and abilities. 
Formation is a journey, a pathway. 
 

4.1 Underlying Principles 

I would like to present several broad principles gathered from my conversations that 
appear especially important for any effective MPJP formation process. They may not be 
universally accepted, but they raise questions that deserve serious and fruitful 
discussion. 
 
Before beginning, it is important to note Fr. Garanzini, SJ’s point that formation does not 
happen merely through intellectual learning. It is received through faith experiences 
such as retreats, pilgrimages, recollections, and similar encounters. The key question, 
explored below, is how to make these experiences effective. In today’s context, how can 
this be done for someone who has little or no prayer life or spirituality? 
 
We need to ask what we can create that: 

- Enables people to live the Charism? 
- Keeps them connected to both the Charism and the Church? 

Formators must continually assess with those they serve what worked for them and 
which experiences gave them life. 
 

a) In one of my conversations, it was vehemently pointed out to me that if it wasn’t 
scripture-based, it wasn’t formation! Immediately I thought of Vincent de Paul, 
who taught his followers that their Rule was the Rule of Jesus and his 
conferences were his understanding of what it meant to live by Jesus’ teachings. 
 
To state the implication of this starting point: in some way, shape, or form, every 
formation moment needs to be scripture related. Whether you begin there, have 
it in the middle, or as your wrap-up, it is essential that formation be grounded in 
the Word. 
 
However, while Scripture-based formation is essential, our Catholic tradition is 
not sola scriptura. The Church has always valued ongoing reflection on Gospel 
values, and in today’s multicultural and ecumenical context, other traditions can 
also offer rich sources for reflection in harmony with our Catholic faith. 
 

b) MPJPs are, by their very nature, expressions of the Mission and ministries of the 
Catholic Church.  Thus, every MPJP should be about the work of evangelization: 
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making Jesus known to the world, and in that process (since the Members are 
persons of the faith already), making better Catholics! 
Therefore: 

- Christian / Catholic / Charism Formation must be compulsory, not an 
optional exercise.  
- It should be well done, inspired and inspirational, so that it moves people 
to the next step in the development of Christian values in their lives. 
- Discipleship is a path: the MPJP should also be providing opportunities 
for its Members to grow in their faith, their knowledge of the Church, and 
their service to the poor.  
– Discipleship is the hoped-for outcome. 
 

Discipleship is ultimately a process of discernment, an invitation to a person into 
a personal relationship with Jesus, an incarnation of that within the Church and 
the communities of the MPJP.  What is called forth from a person is that which 
already exists in his or her heart.  For this reason, storytelling is a powerful tool 
for both evangelization and formation. 
 

c) We are not naïve: we recognize that there are people more comfortable with a 
particular Charism than with the Catholic identity.  It is easier for them to see 
themselves as “Vincentian” or “Setonian.”  We acknowledge that they like the 
“WHAT” that we are doing much more than the “WHY” we are doing it!  The 
challenge of formation is to help create congruence among their “whys,” 
ultimately acknowledging that it all starts with God without whom there is no 
WHY!   

 
Offering a further reflection on this theme, Dr. Jos Roemer, a theologian from the 
Netherlands, offered this reflection, based on the work of the William Temple 
Foundation, which  

provided working definitions for religious and spiritual capital. Religious 
capital (the what): the practical contribution to local and national life by 
faith groups. Spiritual capital: energizes religious capital by providing a 
theological identity and worshipping tradition, but also a value system, 
moral vision and basis of faith (the why). On the basis of faith; I would add 
'however formed in a personal way'. 

 
It is also important to mention here how often people spoke of “Catholic” meaning 
welcoming, universal, and inclusive - especially of those who are “new” to the 
faith. 
 

d) Though never taken up as an “entity” unto itself, the power of storytelling came 
up repeatedly.  It served to: 

- Evangelize, to connect a person’s life’s journey with the Gospel. 
- Reconnect people with the reason “why” they were doing what they were 

doing: beginning with their own experiences, drawing them into the 
essence of the mission of the MPJP. 
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- Create that essential “sacred space” between ourselves and the people 
we serve, hearing their stories of how they have been impacted by the 
mission. 
 

The Society of St. Vincent de Paul has long understood this formative power of 
story. The visit to the poor, the sharing of experiences in Conference, and the 
common reflection on what has been seen and heard become a school of 
discipleship. In such a setting, the poor are not abstractions, statistics, or clients. 
They become people with names, histories, wounds, gifts, and wisdom. This kind 
of storytelling changes the imagination of the servant. It helps leaders remember 
that the mission is not first an institutional program, but a relationship in which 
Christ is encountered. 
 
This personal, almost sacramental, way of seeing the poor echoes Ozanam’s 
words: “We can see the poor, and we can put our finger in their wounds...” 
(Frédéric Ozanam, Letter to Louis Janmot, November 3, 1836). 

 
e) There are two attitudes among congregations toward their Charism: 

i. They clutch it as a sacred treasure to be guarded to the very end, 
or 

ii. They hold it with open hands to pass it on to future generations. 
These attitudes have a great impact upon MPJPs and their ongoing relationship 
to the founding congregations. I will develop this further in the next section. 

 
Australia is further ahead in MPJP development than the rest of the world (at least in my 
limited experience)!  Almost universally, they have already moved beyond the first 
generation of handing on of the Charism from religious to laity. 
 
It is vital for laypeople receiving formation to embrace the Charism, which now extends 
beyond those in consecrated life. As lay members, they inherit and express this 
Charism, continuing the Founder's spirit. Building on the work of religious communities, 
they carry the Charism forward, embodying it in daily life and sharing new stories of its 
transformative impact. 
 
I was especially impressed by the Daughters of Charity’s work in this area at the Shrine 
of St. Elizabeth Ann Seton in Emmitsburg, MD. On an employee’s 90th day, the 
Formation Director meets with them individually to hear about their experience so far 
and explore how their story connects with the Charism. The Daughters also use major 
feasts to recognize staff members’ gifts, with award nominations submitted by their 
peers, and to thank employees for their years of service. 
 

f) You cannot do formation TO people. You can only do it WITH people, hoping to 
be a source of inspiration and an influencer in their lives. 
 
Upon reading this statement, Dr. Roemer offered this important reflection: 



 

 
20 

This statement has far reaching implications. In my opinion, formation has 
all the characteristics of interaction, which is a two-sided process full of 
unpredictability. The formator may have plans, wishes, ambitions, but also 
may the other one have. I am always very cautious in using the word 
'planning' in the context of processes of interaction, since every moment in 
the process can be the beginning of something new and unexpected. See 
Ralph Stacey (2001), Complex Responsive Processes in Organizations. 
Learning and knowledge creation. Routledge. 

 
Someone also asked a critical, evaluative question: do we do ENOUGH 
formation to change the hearts & minds of people?  Are we flexible enough in our 
programming to “seize the moment” and utilize the “signs of the times” as 
opportunities for formation, for example: 

- In a significant moment that matters in the life of a person, or when 
a major event happens locally or globally. 

- To analyze a situation at work with real faith-based analysis. 
 
In a similar way, this type of flexibility is needed for your board and members 
when dealing with the crises that occur in daily life – be they political, natural, or 
ecclesial.  The Mission Officer must be ready to equip the board with the tools it 
needs to respond in a timely and appropriate manner to what may be happening 
in the world. 
 
All of this is also to say, you cannot out-source formation, especially with 
Members and the leaders of the MPJP. It is always person-centered and it comes 
at a cost, because ultimately it is Incarnational. And we all know from experience 
that the most effective form of formation is the small group. 

 
g) Mission Inspired Leadership: all that is done by the Members, and especially any 

policy statement which is written, should be directly related to your Mission. If it is 
not driven by who you are, why are you saying it? 

 
h) We recognize the struggle that comes with creating a “common language” or a 

base of understanding in which formation topics can be understood by everyone. 
Entry points for those coming into the MPJP’s – because so many are not cradle 
Catholics – makes this quite complicated, on top of everything else! 

 
i) Attitude is everything! I’ve expressed this in other ways before, but undoubtedly 

one of the most powerful tools we possess for this ministry is hope, and the 
energy and joy that comes from it. 

 
Vincent de Paul, Louise de Marillac, Elizabeth Ann Seton, and Frédéric Ozanam 
depended upon Divine Providence. This was a reliance that grew through action 
and experience, not waiting for complete assurances.  They trusted in reflection, 
conversation, spiritual guidance, and exchange with others in community. They 
tried to clearly define and address the issues they faced, not surrendering to 
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fatalistic attitudes, but purposefully moving forward together inspired by their 
foundational principles. 
 
Elizabeth wrote to her son William:  

You must take courage with me, and push on, and do not let your mind 
rest on the sad thought of future prospects, since the providence of God 
turns out so often quite different from our calculations (CW:2:460, to her 
son William, early 1817). 

 
"Confidence is not a precondition for action, but something that grows in the 
process of doing—supported by faith and community." (Flad conference) 
Leadership, aided by its Formation praxis, must be conscious of creating a 
culture where faith, trust, and community support help maintain resilience in 
challenging times. Individuals should be encouraged to act even when certainty 
is lacking, reinforcing the principle that confidence grows with experience. By 
promoting open dialogue and mutual encouragement, team members are helped 
to overcome doubts and anxieties. 

 

4.2 The Transition of the Charism from Consecrated to Lay Leaders 

In Australia, almost all the MPJPs have already moved well beyond this question. In 
Germany and Austria, they have not really begun to think about it, beyond recognizing 
the need to form their Foundations (MPJPs). In Chicago, a structure was given to the 
high school, but I don’t believe this aspect has been clearly determined. 
 
However, there is probably no more critical a question than this one – both in the theory 
of how the bylaws of the MPJP were written, but also in the practical demands of 
succession planning, Charism research and development, and priority funding for the 
Mission to continue well into the future. 
 
Ozanam's experience adds an important nuance to this transition. The Society of St. 
Vincent de Paul was not the simple continuation of a work directly governed by a 
Vincentian congregation (Branch). It was a new lay reception of the Vincentian charism. 
The young founders did not possess the Charism as owners; they received it, loved it, 
adapted it, and made it fruitful in the circumstances of nineteenth-century Paris. That 
historical experience can free MPJPs from a merely defensive understanding of 
succession. The question is not only how to preserve what religious institutes have 
created, but how to form lay people capable of receiving the charism deeply enough to 
develop it faithfully and creatively.  
 
This also raises a delicate but necessary question for founding congregations: do they 
trust that the charism can live in lay hands? The story of Ozanam suggests that such 
trust is not a concession to decline, but an act of hope. When a Charism is handed on 
with seriousness, formation, ecclesial communion, and contact with the poor, it can 
generate forms of mission that the original founders could not have foreseen yet would 
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recognize as their own. Such well-formed laity are then carriers of the Charism and not 
bearing it to its grave. 
 
The McMullen and Laverty article I previously mentioned contained a full development 
of this question. To summarize some of the more significant points that they make: 

a) It is essential that the members of the congregations understand the purpose of 
the MPJP that is being created, i.e. that it will be the new owner of this ministry 
that once belonged to them. 

b) Open communication between congregational leaders and their members is 
crucial as the process of the establishment of the MPJP takes place. 

c) The Members of the MPJP should be named as soon as it is approved by Rome, 
and before the transfer of canonical governance takes place. This allows them to 
begin to form those relationships necessary for them to be a small Christian 
community, working in a synodal collaborative model of Church. 

d) These Members should be formally recognized by the leaders of the 
congregations in a formal “commissioning” ceremony which also establishes the 
erection of the MPJP. 

e) If programs are to begin by stages, the reasons for this should be clearly 
communicated. (cf. p. 5 – 6) 
 

As a result of her extensive experience with Mercy Ministries Companions in 
Melbourne, Australia, Sr. Annette Schneider, RSM, also offered the following processes 
as essential in the transmission of the Charism: 

a) Face-to-face gatherings of congregational and institutional leaders are essential, 
especially in the beginning of the process, for the shaping of the new identity 
being created. 

b) Members of the congregations were prepared for this transition through 
community dialogues, seminars on governance, newsletters, and open Zoom 
sessions for Q&A. 

c) It is important to be clear about the role of the MPJP in the Church, how it differs 
from congregational decision making, and how issues are processed in its 
structure. 

d) The Trustees-elect should initially use existing networks and structures, building 
upon existing relationships in their new entity. The use of rituals and symbols, 
both to celebrate the birth of the new MPJP as well as to market its work, is 
important. 

e) New networks will emerge as needs are identified. 
f) The use of adult learning principles (as opposed to lecture-style formats) is 

critical throughout this process. 
g) Storytelling, one such principle, helps to build connectivity among the participants 

and contributes to the creation of a new collective identity. Each ministry’s (or 
institution’s) history feeds into the new, bigger story. Resistance must be honestly 
dealt with, possibly using change management techniques to address it. 

h) Mercy Ministries deliberately avoided having the trustees create mission and 
vision statements. Instead, they developed a 12-month collaborative approach in 
which over 100 people participated.  People understood from the start that they 
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were the shapers, and not the receivers, of their new identity.  Groups with 
existing mission statements then saw these new formulations as companions to, 
and not replacements of, their creations. 

 
The following additional questions were raised and proved to be issues for which 
MPJPs had yet to find solutions: 

a) It is not anticipated that an individual will serve indefinitely as the Mission or 
Formation Officer. How does the MPJP approach succession planning to ensure 
that the successor possesses a thorough understanding of the institution’s 
founding Charism and is well-versed in the fundamental teachings of the Catholic 
Church, particularly those relating to social justice? No one spoke of having a 
policy or procedure in place around that question. 

b) How does an institution which, no longer under the direction of a congregation or 
its formation resources, continue to develop its Founder’s Charism so that it 
remains relevant to the current age? No one spoke of having a policy, procedure, 
or funding allocated around that question. 

c) The Mission Office faces the challenge of maintaining its status as a priority for 
the Members Board, particularly in an era where pragmatic budget reductions 
may place it at risk. This issue sparked a range of responses, including 
agreement to share in potential reductions if Mission Formation remains a central 
focus. However, it was emphasized that, above all, sustaining this priority is 
essential; without it, an MPJP would ultimately fail to uphold its founding purpose. 

 

4.3 Strategies Utilized 

What follows are several strategies related to formation programming, many of which 
originate from Australia, while others come from different regions (which will be 
specified). Although a few might appear to conflict with one another, each approach is 
tailored to address the specific circumstances faced by those involved in Mission.   
 
The MPJPs employed several common strategies, each adapted to its particular 
context. The major methods include: 

i. Pilgrimages: both in Australia and to Europe (of varying lengths of time). 
ii. Guest speakers: to the board, to leadership, etc. 
iii. Conferences of varied frequency, across varied publics. 
iv. Publications, of all differing kinds for differing purposes. 
v. Some kind of smaller group sharing, storytelling, around the work/Charism/faith 

of various frequencies – usually facilitated. 
vi. Definition of themes (Formation Pillars / Goals / Values / Strategic Plans) with the 

development of processes around some or all of them. 
vii. Invitations to institution’s publics to participate in retreat or recollection times. 
viii. Invitations to institution’s publics to luncheons with discussions on various 

relevant themes. 
ix. The Conference model of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul gathers people 

regularly, keeps them close to one another, sends them toward the poor, and 



 

 
24 

then invites them to reflect together on what that encounter reveals. For MPJPs, 
this does not mean simply copying the structures of the Society. It does mean 
asking whether boards, leaders, and staff have regular spaces that combine 
prayer, relationship, personal encounter with the vulnerable, and reflection on 
mission. Without such spaces, formation risks becoming occasional, 
informational, and disconnected from the real lives of those served. 

x. Joint board / leadership formation opportunities – I will return to this later. 
 
I now briefly mention some specific strategies that have been developed: 
 

a) Toolbox of Reflections (Catholic Healthcare): an easy access, online resource of 
60 – 70 guides that can be used to begin meetings. They are focused on spiritual 
and mental wellbeing, taken from many sources. Built into every meeting is a 
mandatory period for reflection and formation, emphasizing its importance. They 
even have a proposed timing for these: 

1. Two- hour meeting – 5 minutes reflection 
2. Half-day meeting – 10 to 15 minutes reflection 
3. Full-day meeting - 20 to 30 minutes reflection 

 
The only question raised about this was: could not a line of scripture be added to 
each, no matter what the source of a particular reflection (to continue to 
familiarize people with the richness of our own faith tradition)? 
 
While Scripture-based formation is essential, it is important to mention again, that 
our tradition is not sola scriptura. The Church has always valued ongoing 
reflection on Gospel values, and in today’s multicultural and ecumenical context, 
other traditions can also offer rich sources for reflection. 

 
b) Courses (Catholic Healthcare): both in person and online which are mandatory 

for the participation of everyone from the board on down! 
The formation offered encompasses the whole person through intellectual 
(head), socio-emotional, affectivity, mystical, and transcendent (heart), and 
praxis/action formation in the daily way of living the Mission (hands) 

 (Nehme Khattar, Formation for Mission Capability Framework, p. 4). 
They mentioned 90% compliance! Phenomenal! Unless we make formation a 
mandatory aspect, part of the very fabric of the culture of an MPJP, do we have 
any chance to effect the institutional change we seek? 

 
c) The Moreau Mission Collaborative, founded by the US Province of the 

Congregation of the Holy Cross, is another example of a formation experience 
designed to facilitate collaboration across all provincial universities. In their own 
words: 

The program strives to be a hopeful, saving force for good in the world, 
not only through enhancing our work with students at our colleges and 
universities but also through transforming the lives of the participants 
themselves, that they too may live more fully the life of mercy and love 
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God is offering them (from the MMC Program Purpose on the MMC 
Cohort Resources Website). 

The specifics of the course offerings, the methodology, content, and timeline can 
be found on this same webpage. 
 
On their webpage, “Focusing on Hope,” Dr. Chris Haug (Director, Moreau 
Mission Collaborative) and Rev. Ricky Bevington, CSC (Assistant Director, 
Moreau Mission Collaborative) affirm that the “work of mission integration is 
fundamentally a spiritual task” (cf. “Focusing on Hope: The Sainte-Croix Mission 
Reflection Model” on the above-mentioned webpage).  They have developed a 
six-step model to help lead people through a process which allows “users to 
make mission-focused decisions that focus on bringing hope to a world in need.”  

 
Here is an outline of their powerful process: 
1. Step 1: Tell the Story 

Name the facts and players as we call to mind the whole situation, striving 
to see the complete picture. 

2. Step 2: Press Pause 
Build some space to prepare our hearts and minds as we encounter the 
rich complexity of the situation. 

3. Step 3: Point to the Cross 
Step into the intricacies of the situation in hopes of grasping what is at the 
core of the problem, conflict, or question. 

4. Step 4: Focus on Hope 
Imagine what can make the world more just and loving, and trust that the 
current moment is not the end. 

5. Step 5: Own the Mission 
Seek to articulate how we as a Holy Cross community are called to 
respond to situations like the one put before us. 

6. Step 6: Act with Courage 
Consider my individual gifts and purpose as I discern how I can put my 
specific talents at the service of the larger mission. 
 

Speaking in the context of Holy Cross’ educational ministries, the authors offer 
this beautiful testimony, applicable to all our ministries: 

If we commit to focusing on the fact–revealed through Christ’s 
resurrection– that we are not made for death but rather for the life that 
God offers us daily, this dispositional change alone would transform 
the lives of our students in beautiful ways. The Spirit desires for us to 
bring hope to our campuses, in order to prepare the world for better times 
than these (cf. “Welcome to Focusing on Hope: Mission Reflection in the 
Holy Cross Tradition” on the “Focusing on Hope” webpage). 

 
d) An innovative yet effective methodology was employed at a recent conference in 

Austria. Prior to each session, the facilitator, in this case, Sr. Barbara Flad, SC, 
contextualized the topics under discussion by relating them to the life 
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experiences of the Founders. This approach served an important function: 
although the subjects addressed were contemporary, such as artificial 
intelligence and modern psychological perspectives on emotions, many 
foundational interpersonal and societal contexts remain unchanged. Like the 
Founders, who were tasked with discerning appropriate responses to the 
challenges of their era without predetermined solutions, we also face a similar 
discernment today. Their experiences continue to offer valuable insights into our 
current circumstances.   

 
e) Again, in Austria, a combination of “retreat” and “workshops” is done. Every year, 

the Presidents, Mission Officers, other available board members and staff, as 
well as Superiors Generals or representatives from the founding congregations 
gather for 3 days at a different location in Germany or Austria.  There, they have 
facilitated workshops on topics of relevance to the work of their agencies.  
Blended in with these are formation segments, illustrating the continued 
relevancy of the Charism for today’s mission.  

 
f) “The DePaul Graduate.”  De Paul College Prep, a high school in Chicago, Illinois 

(USA) is sponsored by the Congregation of the Mission, Western Province, but 
run by an independent board. They made a conscious decision to be Catholic 
and Vincentian in all its aspects.  The statement made by its Board of Directors in 
January 2025 captures the essence of what this means: 

 
By graduation, a DePaul Prep graduate is equipped to fully live out 
our DePaul College Prep Core Values of Faith, Respect, 
Excellence, Service and Health, and knows how to apply these 
values to every aspect of their young adult lives, making 
themselves an active participant in Saint Vincent’s story. A DePaul 
College Prep student has become an independent learner who has 
developed mastery of those skills necessary for success at the 
college and university level and as a Vincentian graduate, has 
developed a habit of intellectual curiosity, and understands that the 
world of learning continues after high school and into 
adulthood.  Moreover, a DePaul Prep graduate understands how to 
respond to Saint Vincent DePaul’s question of “What must be 
done?” to serve in the world that lies ahead of them. 
  
During the four years that a DePaul Prep graduate has spent in our 
Mission-driven Vincentian community, they will be formed by the 
stories of Jesus in the gospels and by extension, Catholic Social 
Teachings and the Vincentian Charism of “humble and grateful 
service to the poor” (Website Link: The Vincentian Graduate - 
DePaul College Prep). 

 
Among the many strategies they have implemented, or are developing, to 
achieve this, I would like to highlight three: 

https://www.depaulprep.org/about-us/the-vincentian-graduate
https://www.depaulprep.org/about-us/the-vincentian-graduate
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1. Everywhere you look throughout the campus you will find 
something “Vincentian” (a quote, an image, a picture, a drawing) 
as a constant reminder of the core values of the school. 

2. The entire Religious Education (Theology) curriculum is being 
restructured to both give it a “Vincentian” perspective and to 
allow, by senior year, an opportunity for the students to engage 
in direct service to the poor followed by apostolic reflection. 

3. Every student is part of the same support group (along with a 
faculty member) over the course of their entire four years. They 
meet weekly to discuss Vincentian values as well as other 
important issues pertaining to their stage of growth. 

 
While most MPJPs that I have come across do not sponsor high schools, I 
present what DePaul is doing as a powerful model of an integration of service 
providers, clients, and facilities that enhances the mission of an institution. 

 
The same point can be seen through the lens of the Society of St. Vincent de 
Paul. Its most enduring formative practice has never been a classroom alone, but 
the integration of meetings, friendship, service, and reflection. De Paul College 
Prep's attempt to embed Vincentian identity in space, curriculum, relationships, 
and service echoes that older Vincentian intuition: young people and adults are 
formed not simply by being told what the charism means, but by inhabiting an 
environment where the charism is visible, practiced, discussed, and handed on 
through relationship. 

 

4.4 Evaluation 

Before travelling to Australia, I sent ahead a set of questions which I hoped would help 
guide our discussions over my time there.  They were: 

a) what are organizations doing to educate / form their members in their 
charism/spirit/identity/values?   
b) are there any effective methods being used for actual training in it besides the 
occasional workshops and retreats?  
c) has anyone designed ways to gauge the effectiveness of all this (are there 
accountability instruments or structures that have been proven to be worthwhile)? 
d) have any organizations moved beyond the original "charism inspirers" 
(congregations) to make sure they have ongoing "content creators" who will keep 
developing the charism beyond simple "values”? Are they paid? Is there a 
structured way to develop them? 
e) are there any PJPs at the point where the laity are forming the laity? How did 
they get there? How are they funded? 
f) What have you found to be working or not working in the development of your 
PJP to date? 
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I did not anticipate how strongly these questions would resonate with those to whom I 
spoke. One participant even brought them to her board because they captured the very 
issues the board needed to explore further. 
 
But the question that received the most energy, and probably the greatest frustration, 
was c). The straightforward response, overwhelmingly, was no. This was immediately 
followed by the thought that this is something larger than any MPJP and should be 
worked on in a collaborative effort because of its importance. 
 
The Ozanam tradition may offer one simple but demanding evaluative criterion: does 
formation bring leaders into deeper, more personal, and more intelligent contact with 
those who are poor? In the Society of St. Vincent de Paul, the visit is not only a method 
of assistance; it is also a method of conversion. It tests whether charity remains 
personal, humble, respectful, and attentive. MPJPs will need more complex instruments 
of assessment, but this Vincentian question should remain at the heart of any 
evaluation: are our structures bringing us nearer to the people for whom the mission 
exists, or are they insulating us from them? Ozanam’s social vision keeps this criterion 
from becoming merely sentimental: “It is a social question...” (Frédéric Ozanam, Letter 
of 1838 to Louis Janmot, traveling to Italy). 
 
Meanwhile, attempts have certainly been made to gauge the effectiveness of their work. 
One group conducted a mapping exercise, which helped it clearly identify its needs 
regarding policies, personnel, resources, etc.   
 
Another worked consciously on a formation plan for both leadership and management 
aimed at affirming not only job skills, but also the value of the person.  They noticed a 
measurable shift in the culture of their MPJP, both internally and in how clients reacted 
to them. 
 
At a meeting in Australia, we were presented with a work entitled: “Canonical Stewards 
Survey Report 2025” by Ruth Powell, Miriam Pepper, and Sam Sterland.  They 
attempted to develop a profile of those people serving as stewards of MPJP’s in 
Australia.  The introduction to the study states: 
 

The Association of Ministerial Public Juridic Persons Ltd (AMPJP) and its 
Members recognizes the importance of the civil and canonical responsibilities of 
the Canonical Stewards of Ministerial Public Juridic Persons (MPJP). These 
responsibilities may include the additional standards that regulatory bodies 
require of those involved in the governance of certain ministries. 
 
Canonical Stewards are appointed by the Church because they possess the high 
levels of professional and personal skill/knowledge/competency necessary for 
their role.  Furthermore, a process of formation is needed to assist Canonical 
Stewards to identify and respond to their development needs at individual and 
group level, both at the beginning and throughout their terms of service. (p. 2) 
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This study was identified as a potential resource for developing a method to 
continuously assess the effectiveness of MPJP formation and operations. It was also 
acknowledged that a team drawn from Australian MPJPs would need to collaborate in 
designing this tool. I hope they achieve this goal soon.  
 
Here in the United States, the Conference for Mercy Higher Education, the body which 
oversees the 17 institutions in Covenant with the Institute of the Sisters of Mercy of the 
Americas, reinforces the bonds of Mercy traditions and strengthens the Catholic identity 
and Mercy charism at all colleges and universities well into the future (cf. Handbook 
2025-26, Conference for Mercy Higher Education, p. 3). 
 
This Conference has developed an intensive evaluation tool. But it only makes sense 
when it is seen in conjunction with the methodology in which formation is both offered 
and mandated across all sectors of its institutions. Of special note: 

a) Significant time is spent on Mission orientation for ALL institution hires, from their 
Presidents to their Board Members to every worker to every student who enrolls 
in their programs. 

b) There are periodic check-ins with new staff on their mission experiences. 
c) Even student organizations must show how they are aligned with the Mercy 

Mission and Values! 
d) “Value based behavioral expectations that reflect the expression of mission and 

values are embedded in the performance management processes (selection, 
evaluation, and annual goal establishment)” 

(cf. Handbook, p. 30). 

As Mercy Mission Manager of Trocaire College, Ms. Monica Sataerelli, MA, affirmed, 
each Mercy institute is called to renew its commitment to the Covenant through an 
ongoing extensive biennial self-study and peer review. The “Assessment Rubric” 
developed by the Conference is a well-developed instrument guiding this process (cf. 
Assessment Rubric: CMHE Mission Self-Study & Peer Review). 

 As significant as this evaluation process is, it is also important to note that every 
institution’s Mission Officer is involved in ongoing assessments (twice in person and 
every semester on Zoom) on how they are integrating the Mercy Mission and Values 
into their own work.  
 
The Society of Jesus has developed an instrument called the Mission Priority 
Examen, which is formally administered to their universities every seven years. 
Effectively, it is a process of “accreditation as Jesuit” involving the mission people of the 
institutions, a visiting assessment team, and the local provincial.  The results of the 
Examen are sent to the Superior General in Rome, who renews the Jesuit affiliation of 
the University. 
 
On the website of the Association of Jesuit Colleges and Universities (AJCU), under 
“Mission and Identity,” there is a tab explaining the purpose of the “Mission Priority 
Examen (MPE).” It states: 
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Among the hallmarks of a Jesuit education is a restlessness that fuels the search 
for knowledge, meaning, and a relationship with God. That restlessness drives 
Jesuit schools toward big questions about their purpose and responsibilities in 
the world. The MPE provides space and structure for each Jesuit college or 
university to undertake serious discussions about its Jesuit, Catholic mission, 
establish goals for the future, and measure its progress in tangible ways. 
Questions underlying the MPE include: 

• What makes a college or university Jesuit? 
• What does Jesuit sponsorship of a college or university require today? 
• How will the 28 AJCU member institutions and our associate members live 

our Jesuit and Catholic mission now and in the future? 
Each school engages in the MPE every seven years. This repeating cycle of 
spiritual reflection, goal setting, and action strengthens the mission of Jesuit 
higher education within and among the schools. An AJCU-wide review of the 
MPE is currently underway, informed by the experience and input of those who 
have been most closely connected to this reflective, Ignatian process. Your 
contributions to this “examen on the Examen” are warmly welcomed. (cf. Mission 
Priority Examen (MPE) on the AJCU website). 

 
The document also offers detailed background on the purpose of the MPE, an overview 
of the MPE process, a glossary of terms, and readings / questions on seven themes or 
characteristics of Jesuit Education: 

1. Leadership and Public Commitment to the Mission 
2. The Academic Life 
3. The Pursuit of Faith, Justice & Reconciliation 
4. Promoting an Ignatian Campus Culture 
5. Service to the Church 
6. Relationship to the Society of Jesus 
7. Institutional Integrity 

5. Overview of the Most Outstanding Issues 

The question each MPJP must answer is: what is the right role of formation for each 
level of its organization? What is needed by its board, leadership, staff, workers, even 
clients? 
 
In Australia, almost all the Mission Officers were focused on the formation of their 
Members/Trustees/Sponsors (of the corporate MPJP) and its various boards and 
leadership structures as required.  The individual formation within subsidiaries was 
almost always handled locally and only once did formation of those served ever come 
up. What was expected (or not) and whether that expectation was really the best for an 
MPJP felt like the elephant in the room! 
  
Based on comments made, I would ask the following questions of the Sponsors: 
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a) Can you really expect the Chairperson and/or the board to be responsible for the 
formation of the MPJP?  

- Do they have professional training for it? 
- Do they have the time to do it? 
- Are they even interested in that degree of specificity? 
- Can too much be expected of them, based on their experiences?  

b) Does the board provide adequate funding for the work of Mission and Formation? 
c) Does the board provide adequate staffing for the needs of Mission and 

Formation? 
d) How is the relationship between the Mission Officer and the board defined – both 

formally and informally? 
e) How does the board do formation or ongoing ministry training? 

  
The board needs to put in place mechanisms for succession, not only for qualified 
people to replace themselves, but also for qualified candidates for the Mission Office. 
Everyone in the MPJP is “taking on” the Charism. Others need to be formed in it, so that 
they are ready to assume the responsibility of handing it on themselves. 
Two additional areas of concern are: 
 

5.1 Resources for Ongoing Charism Development 

The experience of the Society of St. Vincent de Paul suggests that ongoing Charism 
development requires more than archival memory. It needs living practitioners, 
storytellers, theologians of the charism, and people in direct relationship with the poor 
who can help the institution interpret new social realities. Ozanam was not merely 
preserving a Vincentian inheritance, he was reading the poverty, conflicts, intellectual 
currents, and social wounds of his own century through that inheritance. MPJPs will 
need people and resources dedicated to doing the same work today. For Ozanam, 
fidelity to the charism required a clear reading of society itself: “the spirit of egotism or 
the spirit of sacrifice...” (Frédéric Ozanam, letter of 1838 to Louis Janmot). 

5.2 Responsibility for the Ongoing Formation of the Mission Officer 

To mandate, or not to mandate: that is the question.  After listening to the experiences of 
everyone, I cannot help but think that an MPJP in which formation is not a mandated 
part of its core identity will not survive in its Catholic or charismatic mission- and that 
means for everyone from the Sponsors to the most recent hire.  
 
We’ve only just begun! As we speak with theologians, canonists, and practitioners we 
realize that there are still many questions which need to be both raised and resolved. 
But they also express their confidence that the Holy Spirit is guiding these 
developments for the good of the Church.  As someone from Australia remarked: “we 
are building the plane as we are flying it!” 
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6. Conclusion 

I have nothing but the greatest admiration for all those in this field. They are not only our 
prophets, but also our pioneers who, with great zeal, ask the Vincentian question: What 
must be done? and who live the words of Elizabeth Ann Seton: “Do we serve God in 
Hope, looking to his promises, confiding in his love, seeking his Kingdom, and leaving 
the rest to Him?” (CW:3a:332). Ozanam reminds us that lay people can receive a 
charism with depth, organize it with intelligence, and embody it with humility. 
 
As MPJPs continue to emerge, their challenge will not be simply to preserve ministries, 
but to create communities of governance and formation where the old Vincentian fire 
can burn in new lay hands. 
 
As I conclude this report, I again express my gratitude to all who contributed to this 
experience. I am especially grateful to: 

➢ Dennis Holtschneider, who encouraged me to pursue this project and opened 
many doors along the way. 

➢ Maeve Heaney, Martin Teulan, Jamie Davies, and Margaret Stewart, who 
graciously arranged opportunities for me to meet those responsible for the 
important work of MPJPs. 

➢ Troy Tornabene, Kate Garrone, Annette Schneider, Nehme Khattar, Susan 
Pascoe, Debi and Chris Haug, and Michael Garanzini, who generously shared 
their insights and experiences with me. 

➢ Barbara Flad, Veronika Hausler, and Johanna Keller, who welcomed me in 
Austria and inspired much of this report. 

➢ My Gen Verde family in Loppiano, who continue to joyfully inspire and nurture my 
spirit.  

➢ Clarette de Coene and my Belgian family in Gijzegem, who always welcome me 
home. 

➢ Javier Chento, who shared the depth of his knowledge of Ozanam. 
➢ Emile Ghali, John Maher, Charlie Plock, Mike Shea, Derek Swanson, and Chris 

Robinson, confreres who edited, offered recommendations, and supported me 
throughout this project. 

➢ And to everyone else whose name may not be listed but for whom my gratitude 
goes beyond words. 

 
Thank you for who you are and all you do in Jesus’ name. 
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