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PREPARING FOR
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REVIEWED BY ZENI FOX, MA, PhD

Governing in Faith asks the ques-
tion, “What is needed to support 
canonical governors in their 

roles, or, in other words, what forma-
tion do they need?”

In a time when lay professionals 
lead increasing numbers of Catholic 
institutional ministries in health care, 
education and social welfare, many 
founding religious orders have sought 
ways to ensure the institutions’ ongo-
ing catholicity. One way is by develop-
ing new structures for governance to 
assist with this task. Often described 
as “sponsorship,” these structures take 
varied forms, but all are ways of exer-
cising canonical governance. Some 
of the governors are vowed religious, 
some are clergy, many are laypeople. 
As Thornber and Gaffney write, they 
are charged with “leading ministries in 
ways faithful to their mission in light of 
Church law.”

For his doctoral dissertation, Thorn-
ber sought to identify what theological 
and ecclesial preparation such gover-
nors needed, especially laypeople, in 
order that they “sponsor” well. Gov-
erning in Faith describes the process 
he undertook to answer that question, 
and, in concert with Gaffney, he plac-
es the findings in the context of the 
changing landscape of ministry today. 
Then, drawing on Thornber’s research, 
the authors develop a comprehensive 
framework for formation which is both 
visionary and practical.

It can be argued that the role of a 
sponsor is simply to safeguard the 
Catholic identity of an institution, be-
ing sure that its works are a faithful con-
tinuation of the ministry of Jesus. It al-
so can be argued that a sponsor should 
seek to ensure that the teachings of the 

taining such ecclesial communion 
were formed in such a way that they 
had a (reasonably) common language 
and (mostly) similar understanding 
of goals and processes as those in the 
larger church to whom they were re-
sponsible. Such formation made effec-
tive relationships more possible.

Since a sponsor’s lay members gen-
erally have not had such formation, 
how can they be better prepared for 
both the specific task of governance 
and the more complex one of fostering 
ecclesial relationships?

SURVEY REVEALS TRAITS
Thornber searched for an answer by 
constructing a survey drawing on doc-
uments from both the Vatican (espe-
cially Pastores Dabo Vobis, Pope John 
Paul II’s instruction on priestly forma-
tion) and the United States bishops 
(Co-Workers in the Vineyard of the Lord, 
a guide for the development of lay ec-
clesial ministry). The survey gave him 
an effective way of identifying the hu-
man, spiritual, intellectual and pasto-
ral understandings and characteristics 
needed for ministry, yielding “traits for 
canonical governors.”

For example, “traits relating to the 
human dimension focused on the per-
sonality and character of people ... such 
as integrity, balanced judgment and 
behavior and sense of justice.” Traits 
relating to the spiritual dimension in-
cluded “understanding and apprecia-
tion of one’s baptismal call and voca-
tion, and one’s ministry as working for 
the mission.”

Furthermore, the actual listing of 
each trait is concise and specific. For 
example, one human dimension trait is 
“possess a deep sense of justice,” while 
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church be followed properly — both 
wide-angle teachings such as the dig-
nity of each person, and more focused 
teachings such as those expressed in 
the Ethical and Religious Directives for 
Catholic Health Care Services.

However, the relational tasks of the 
sponsor within the structures of the 
ecclesial community can be an added 
role. Those tasks once had clear paths 
for maintaining both interpersonal and 
structural relationships, linking reli-
gious communities and their works to 
diocesan and Roman Catholic Church 
leadership. Furthermore, the individu-
als particularly charged with main-
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the spiritual dimension is “view 
their role as a ministry of gover-
nance.” Each trait has specific ci-
tations, particularly from Pastores 
Dabo and Co-Workers.

Although Thornber identified 
the traits for his research, the re-
sult is a tool with two parts: the list 
of traits and ways to explore each 
in greater depth from the church’s 
teaching. Those responsible for 
formation for sponsorship can use 
the tool both in assessing potential 
candidates and in developing for-
mation programs. In addition, the 
identified categories would them-
selves help candidates gain great-
er familiarity with the language, 
goals and processes of ministry.

However, this was only the first 
step. Thornber’s research design 
“involved a range of participants 
and a variety of data collection 
and analysis strategies,” and it 
used both quantitative and quali-
tative methods. The survey asked 
participants to indicate their level 
of agreement regarding the de-
sired traits and the extent to which 
they perceived the traits to be 
evident. In addition to the online 
survey, Thornber conducted semi-
structured, one-on-one interviews 
with participants from a variety of 
backgrounds, including theology, 
spirituality, executive manage-
ment, governance, canon law, civil 
law and human resources.

The participants offer much ad-
vice about the content and desir-
ability of the traits. Most signifi-
cantly, they indicated that there 
was discrepancy between the lev-
els of desirability of various traits 
and the perceived enactment of 
those traits. Interviewees were 
especially concerned about “the 
perceived lack of understanding 
... about how the church operates 
... the purpose and mission of the 
ministry ... and who has author-

ity in the Church and how this au-
thority is exercised in governance 
processes.”

CENTRAL THEMES
In a second level of analysis, the 
authors identify central themes 
and use quotes from interviewees 
to illustrate them. They give a kind 
of operationalized description of 
canonical governance that is very 
meaningful, yet practical. Two 
final chapters entitled “Develop-
ing a Framework for Formation” 
and “Forming Foundations for 
the Future” outline the key tasks 
that lie ahead. The vision here is 
rooted both in the survey’s and 
interviews’ rich material and per-
spectives from varied disciplines. 
A reader who used only these 
chapters would be enriched in un-
derstanding the breadth of holis-
tic formation and given practical 
implementation strategies.

Who would profit from this vol-
ume? In short, all those respon-
sible for ministry in the church: 
ministry within institutional set-
tings and beyond; the ministry 
of governance, including that of 
bishops; the ministry of forma-
tion, of canonical governors and 
other ministers, lay and ordained. 
In addition, leaders of Catholic in-
stitutional ministries whose spe-
cific competencies do not usually 
include in-depth ministerial and 
theological understanding could 
gain a deeper understanding of 
this aspect of the life of institu-
tions they lead.

Governing in Faith is a treasure 
trove of information and visionary 
possibilities for more effectively 
carrying forward the ministry and 
mission of Jesus.

 
 ZENI FOX is professor of pastoral 
theology at Seton Hall University, 
South Orange, New Jersey.
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Health Care
Ethics USA
A resource for the Catholic  
health ministry

CHA is pleased to offer Health 
Care Ethics USA, a quarterly online 
newsletter published with the Center 
for Health Care Ethics at Saint Louis 
University.
 
Health Care Ethics USA is a valuable 
resource for:

 Ethicists 
 Members of ethics committees 
 Mission leaders 
 Pastoral care personnel 
 Clinical leaders 
  Executives and many others in the 
ministry

 
Health Care Ethics USA is a free 
publication and is delivered via 
e-mail to subscribers each quarter.

To subscribe today, go to http://www.
chausa.org/Pub/MainNav/News/
HCEthics/
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