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In addition, Catholic health care specifically is 

experiencing affronts to identity, the very core of 
our ministry. Where will our ministries find the 
resources necessary to carry out a preferential 
option for those experiencing poverty? How do 
we reconcile the disconnect that some employ-
ees feel between their sense of purpose and the 
challenges we face to live the ministry’s mission, 
vision and values? What legislation can we rely on 
to navigate governmental reimbursement mod-
els, and what supports can we turn to in order to 
resist systemic pressures on Catholic health care’s 
principles and commitments? How do we live our 
Catholic identity amidst today’s changing needs? 
And, even more, what does it mean to be Catholic 
health care?

Our mission-inspired communities of health 
care professionals can find answers through com-
munal reflection on the links among personal, 
professional and organizational identities, and the 
ways they intersect and support each other. This 
is the essence of ministry formation. Through 

the discipline of formation, health ministries can 
ensure human flourishing and the integrity of 
ministry identity in consistent and inclusive ways.

UNDERSTANDING OF SELF AND MINISTRY’S IDENTITY
In many Catholic health systems, the work of min-
istry formation is most clearly identified through 
its leadership programs. At Ascension, these 
include the ministry-wide 18-month Executive 
Ministry Leadership and 12-month Foundations 
of Ministry Leadership programs, undertakings 
that have been going strong since 2004 and 2009. 
At Bon Secours Mercy Health, leaders are pro-
vided ministry formation through its Stories of 
Grace program. And Intermountain Healthcare 
provides Living Our Values Everyday for manag-
ers and direct caregivers.

While these are just some examples of for-
mation programs, there are also innovations  
occurring in CHRISTUS Health’s Core Focus pro-
gram and Ascension’s newest cohort-based Roots 
of Ministry Leadership program. Introduced in 

ealth care’s internal pressures and external headwinds are numerous and complex. 
Certainly, patient care remains at the core, but in various roles leaders and team 
members must consider factors as broad as employee engagement and retention, 

health equity, pandemic trauma and fatigue, and much more.

Flourishing Through Formation:

Catholic Identity  
Is Reinforced With 
Thoughtful Approaches
SARAH REDDIN, D.HCML
Vice President, Ministry Formation–Mission Integration, Ascension

HEALTH PROGRESS             www.chausa.org             WINTER 2023 33

L I V I N G  O U R  C A T H O L I C  I D E N T I T Y 



2021, Roots — as it is informally known across the 
system — provides a series of six local retreats 
that teach and explore the principles of Catholic 
ministry identity in a case study format via hybrid 
delivery, alternating in-person and live virtual 
retreats. The retreats provide supervisors, man-
agers and directors the opportunity to develop 
distinctive ministry competencies in an applied 
setting.

Formation experiences 
are provided in other ways, 
including organizational 
spirituality initiatives (for 
example, prayer and reflec-
tion practices, employee spir-
itual well-being resources, 
annual feast day celebrations 
and resources for organiza-
tional milestones and tran-
sitions), team-based ses-
sions on various themes (for 
example, theological virtues and writings from 
the foundresses) and small-group departmental 
integrations that bring formation into teams’ daily 
operations. This combination of programs pro-
vides the organization with multiple pathways to 
advance human flourishing and sustain the min-
istry’s identity with integrity.

To embody Catholic health care in our work 
requires a strong understanding of self, the min-
istry and the organization. This awareness is nur-
tured by tradition, faith, sacramentality and a 
sense of community; it also means responding to 
evolving needs. Catholic health care’s self-identity 
is curated by exploring — through methods that 
source shared values, beliefs and connections — 
Jesus’ healing ministry, the stories of the religious 
founders and coworkers’ present-day narratives. 
Through the practice of self-understanding and 
the rigorous cultivation of our strengths, wisdom 
and innovation facilitated by ministry formation, 
Catholic health care can find the answers needed 
to address today’s challenges.

THE IMPACT OF FORMATION
Why is formation essential to Catholic health 
care? What is the organizational impact? Recent 
results from Ascension’s formation programs 
highlight some of the reasons:

 Formation is a retention strategy. Research 
on Ascension’s Foundations of Ministry Leader-

34 WINTER 2023             www.chausa.org             HEALTH PROGRESS 

ship program reveals that participants are 10.5 
times more likely to stay with the organization 
for at least two years than those who did not 
participate.

 Formation is a well-being strategy. Partici-
pants in the Cultivating Reverence for Living pro-
gram, provided virtually through sequential mod-
ules, reported a 15% reduction in perceived stress 

over the six-week engagement.
 Formation is an employee engagement 

strategy. Employees describe formation’s small-
group model as a way to find meaning in their 
work. One participant described it as fulfilling 
“my need to be grounded back into why I chose 
this [work] … an amazing refresher, inspirational 
and rewarding.”

Without formation, the nurturing of connec-
tion to one’s purpose and community is left unat-
tended. Thus, the real “why” of formation can be 
best understood as a demonstration of the Cath-
olic health ministry’s anthropological and theo-
logical foundation, rooted in the image of God, 
or the imago Dei. It is from this belief that a deep 
reverence for all human persons to be seen in the 
fullness of who they are — deserving of respect, 
dignity, justice and belonging — flows. Thus, for-
mation’s core outcome is articulated: Who one is 
shows up in what they do, and what they do influ-
ences who they are. With the same holding true 
for teams, groups and ministries as a whole, the 
distinctive contributions of formation toward 
growing a culture of ministry are revealed.

MEASURING SUCCESS
Methods for assessing formation’s impact are an 
essential component to ensure a thorough port-
folio of resources for all health care professionals 

To embody Catholic health care in our 
work requires a strong understanding 
of self, the ministry and the organization. 
This awareness is nurtured by tradition, 
faith, sacramentality and a sense of 
community; it also means being able to 
respond to evolving needs. 
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opened new pathways to integrate this discipline.
As one example, as a component of Ascen-

sion’s well-being strategies for nurses, formation 
modules and materials help to nourish spiritual-
ity and belonging and move participants beyond 
resilience to flourishing. Other departments and 
teams across Ascension engage in annual for-
mation as part of their learning plans through 
offerings themed around vocation, community 
and ministry. Additionally, our boards, execu-
tive teams and sponsors are active participants in 
quarterly formation sessions centered on our val-
ues, theological virtues and principles of Catho-
lic social teaching. Diversity and inclusion are an 
important part of this work. Ascension’s mission 
and ministry councils provide annual celebrations 
and rituals, cultural events, volunteer opportuni-
ties and well-being sessions for employees in our 
hospital, clinical and administrative sites. Weekly 
prayer and meditation groups meet in-person and 
online to explore faith and spirituality in com-
munal settings. Furthermore, spiritual direction 
sessions are offered for free to any Ascension 
employee as part of the ministry’s support for 
their holistic health.

These integrations can serve as a leading 
approach for mission integration to pave new  
trajectories for formation curricula, resources 
and services to be experienced in more equita-
ble ways than ever before, resulting in expanded 

and partners. To determine formation’s personal 
impact on participants, the use of a net promoter 
score survey question — commonly used through-
out health care and other settings to determine 
customer satisfaction and loyalty — offers a valid 
and defined method. For example, when applied 
to a formation program, feedback on the survey 
question “How likely are you to recommend this 
offering to a colleague?” provides insight into the 
offering’s facilitation, content and overall partici-
pant experience.

Recently, Ascension’s formation team pushed 
deeper to measure the effectiveness of its efforts 
and developed a set of personal impact survey 
questions. Participants respond to a set of 12 state-
ments and prompts, such as “Because of this for-
mation experience, I have a better understanding 
of Ascension as a ministry.” The use of a common 
participant survey across a variety of programs, 
modules, materials and experiences provides a 
consistent data set essential to report the forma-
tion offering’s ongoing impact, its planning and its 
collaborative design.

EXPANDING FORMATION’S REACH
The ministry’s commitment to human dignity and 
maintaining the integrity of its identity brings 
to light the questions of where, how, by and for 
whom should formation be provided. Increas-
ingly, Ascension’s formation programs have 

Personal Techniques to Aid in Leading Formation
Over the years of serving in a formation role, I have developed a set of key strategies that 
continue to guide and expand my approach. They are offered here as a resource to other leaders 
to further refine and grow their formation practices across the ministry:

REFLECT 
The primary 
text of 
formation 
is our own 
lives and 
relationship 
with God.

PLAN
Be intentional, 
purposeful 
and resonant 
with how 
you collect, 
design and 
know material. 
Facilitate 
without 
attachment.

PREPARE
Pray, reflect 
and meditate 
before, during 
and after every 
formation 
experience.

INTEGRATE
Extend 
formation 
facilitation into 
the ministry’s 
daily life through 
strategic, 
intentional 
partnerships and 
collaborations.

INCLUDE
Choose diverse 
narratives, 
authors, artists 
and musicians 
in curriculum 
design to 
represent 
voices from 
across the 
fabric of 
humanity.
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access for associates.
Formation is a core obligation to our sponsors 

as an essential, ongoing mechanism for nurtur-
ing and growing the integrity of ministry iden-
tity. Human beings are constantly in the process 
of being formed. Through engagement with the 
Divine, our personal sense of self and our experi-
ences — including those we encoun-
ter at an individual, organizational 
and ministerial level — shape who 
we are becoming. Specifically in 
health systems with staff from 
increasingly diverse backgrounds, 
formation is critical to shaping the 
health ministry’s self-understand-
ing. By meeting participants where 
they are on their continuous path of 
formation, leaders and facilitators 
can — if for a few minutes, months 
or years — create opportunities for reflection on 
identity in community over time that strengthen 
the ministry itself.

CONCLUSION
Everyone in Catholic health care can play a part 
in formation. Leaders of formation programs 
can advance the conversation by participating 
in CHA’s virtual gatherings to learn, build com-
munity and share best practices. Mission inte-
gration leaders with some or no formal forma-
tion responsibilities can commit to bringing 
reflection on identity into collaborations with 
colleagues across the ministry. Clinical, opera-
tional or administrative leaders can understand 
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formation’s significant contributions to employee 
engagement, well-being and retention and part-
ner with mission integration colleagues to open 
avenues to formation opportunities.

Through formation, individuals, teams and 
communities encounter their own and oth-
ers’ humanity shaped and held by the ministry’s 

Catholic identity. These encounters nourish the 
seeds of identity that can provide solutions to the 
challenges Catholic health care faces today and 
tomorrow. Investing in ministry formation is liv-
ing our Catholic identity. The ministry’s future 
depends on it.

SARAH REDDIN serves as vice president of min-
istry formation–mission integration at Ascension. 
Reddin and her team are committed to deliver-
ing increasingly equitable access to formation 
programs, resources and services for the health 
system’s associates and affiliated partners. She 
also is a member of CHA’s 2022 class of Tomor-
row’s Leaders.

Formation is a core obligation to our 
sponsors as an essential, ongoing 
mechanism for nurturing and growing 
the integrity of ministry identity. 
Human beings are constantly in the 
process of being formed.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
Sarah Reddin, vice president of Ministry Formation-Mission Integration for Ascension, asks questions 
within this article that may prompt additional discussion as well as some follow-up questions. 

1. An abiding commitment to human dignity and to ministry identity integrity leads to this question: 
Where, how, by whom and for whom ought formation be provided?

2. How often does your workplace or system consider its formation offerings? When evaluating 
opportunities presented in your work environment, what have you found most helpful spiritually or for 
growth? Did this experience help you better understand the Catholic mission of your work and your role 
in it?

3. Have you found short formation experiences to be helpful to you, or to better connect your per-
sonal skills to the organization’s mission? What about virtual experiences? 
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