
Hello.  I’m Pam Nellessen, and for those who don’t know me, I’m a member of St Patrick Parish in 

Hartland. I’d like to talk to you about a wonderful learning and spiritual growth experience that is available to us 

as lay people in the Rockford Diocese.  It’s called “Ministry Formation”.  Last week the program was briefly 

described in our bulletin and it will be again the last two weeks of this month. 

 

I’ve just completed the 2-year Ministry Formation program this spring and wanted to share my own 

experience with you. It sounded a bit intimidating to me when I first read about it in the parish bulletin a few 

years ago – especially since I was not involved in any specific parish ministry.  But, I was drawn to the program 

because I very much wanted to bring my faith up to speed.  After talking with my pastor and deacon at the time, I 

decided to enroll.  Since then, I can simply say that I have loved the program and found that it was not at all 

intimidating!  Instead, it was a wonderfully refreshing, spiritually eye-opening, and fun filled program that had 

only one negative – and that is that it is now over! 

 

The program is “for lay men and women interested in deepening their knowledge of faith and sharpening 

their skills for serving God’s people” – it is not just for people who are already involved in ministries or who have 

decided to become involved in a  particular ministry. Once every two years, the program begins in August and on 

average about 100 people from across our diocese come together to learn more about their faith and share with 

others who have the same desire.  My group was the 15th group to complete the program. Group 16 will begin this 

fall.   The locations for classes are selected based on the number of people who are from the different areas of the 

diocese.  There is usually a location in McHenry, Aurora and Rockford. The group meets as a whole a few times 

each year at larger locations in Rockford for things like Orientation Day, Specialization Day and an annual 

Retreat Day.  

 

The classes include a wide variety of topics like the Sacraments  ̧Social Media in Ministry, Prayer, Old & 

New Testament, Social Justice, and Evangelization.  There is a more complete list of the topics in the bulletin 

article.   Everybody had their favorites, but, I was surprised to find that often the ones I thought would be the most 

boring turned out to be the ones that taught me the most.  One of the best things about all of the classes was that 

they were taught by many of the priests and professional lay people in our diocese who are experts in the topics. 

(Our own Father Doyle taught the class on the Eucharist 2 years ago).   

 

There is some necessary reading and there are some assignments for some of the classes involved in the 

program.  After the first assignment or two it was funny because the teachers started clearly specifying that we 

had to use a minimum of 12 pt font, double spacing, and couldn’t write more than two pages. Obviously, all of us 

had plenty to say!  Also, the assignments aren’t graded -- the teachers just note anything they think is a good point 

or maybe not quite right.  This goes along with the teaching philosophy of the program – it is designed for adult 

learners.  And, the only academic prerequisite for the program is that someone is a high school graduate.  

 



Ministry Formation not only stands on its own but is also our Diocese’s stepping stone to several other 

programs and certifications.  If you are at all discerning the diaconate, the Ministry Formation program is a 

prerequisite. Also, if you are interested in either a Religious Education Certification or an Evangelization 

Certification, Ministry Formation is the prerequisite.  Finally, there is a wonderful continuing education program 

provided by our Diocese that is organized under the title of the “Diocesan Theological Institute”.  DTI is available 

to Ministry Formation graduates as well as to all deacons and their wives.  It offers multiple courses in the fall and 

the spring each year and again the courses are taught by experts in the topics.  The topics are picked from a very 

broad assortment of subjects and appeal to wide varieties of people. 

 

 

 

Lastly, I’d like to tell you that through the Ministry Formation process, I did slowly, almost 

imperceptibly, discern my own personal direction.  I did not expect to, and no one asked that I commit to any 

particular ministry.  The journey was a very personal one for each of us. There were no demands made upon any 

of us during, or even at the end, of the program.  In fact, many of us, including me, were surprised by the end of 

the program to find that we do have a “servant’s heart” for something specific.  We also thankfully have gained 

some of the skills needed to begin pursuing that particular ministry.  I have found that I love being involved in 

learning and education especially with other adults.  I hope to be able to help with efforts like that in our parish in 

the future.  I can also tell you that the fact that I am standing up here talking with you about this today is a huge 

testament to the Ministry Formation program.  I can truthfully say that prior to Ministry Formation there is no 

way I would have been able to do so!   

 

Ray Wagner is also a graduate of this program.  Both of us will be in the back after Mass the next few 

weeks if you’d like to talk about it more or have questions for us.  We also have some brochures about the 

program to hand out if you think you might be interested.   And if you are, the next step would be to talk with 

Father Doyle about enrolling! I hope lots of you decide to join the Ministry Formation program this fall!  I believe 

that you will not be disappointed!  


