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Student called to ministry

Jennifer Burke/Catholic Courier

It can take years for a person to

find a satisfying career, but 21-

year-old Christine Nowak is pretty
sure she’s already found her niche.

Nowak, who believes she is being
called to minister to others, is plan-
ning to become a youth minister.

“It brings me a lot of joy,"” she ex-
plained.

Nowak, who is in her final semes-
ter at Notre Dame University in
South Bend, Ind., is majoring in so-
ciology and theology, with a minor
in public service. After graduation,
she hopes to pursue a master’s de-
gree in divinity, which would enable
her to become a youth minister.

This summer, Nowak had the op-
portunify to explore ministry by in-
terning at Rochester’s Bethany
House, a Catholic Worker house of
hospitality that serves homeless
women and children, as well as
those escaping from domestic vio-
lence. Nowak also had an internship
with the didcesan urban youth-min-
istry program, in which she worked
closely with-coordinator Lynette
DelJesus.

Nowak helped w1th the Bible-

school programs for several urban
parishes and was involved with sev-
eral diocesan youth events, includ-
ing May Day, Faith Fest and the
Service Action Learning Teams re-
treat. Nowak also helped DeJesus
coordinate one of the highlights of
the Diocesan Youth Convention —
the urban parish dinners. Six urban

“churches hosted groups of conven-

tion participants, providing them
with meals and entertainment rep-
resenting the parishes’ cultural her-
itages.

“She was a real godsend for us
and for urban youth ministry,” said
Michael Theisen, diocesan director
of youth ministry. “Her commit-
ment to social justice-and urban
ministry was beautiful to-see.”

Dedesus observed that teens
were able to identify with Nowak
because she is not much older than
they are, and said she was im-
pressed by the enthusiastic way
Nowak went about her internship.”

“She really didn’t have any expe-
rience, but she came for experi-
ence. She wanted to learn, and she
was willing to put herself out there
and learn as ' much as she could,”
Delesus said.

Nowak was kept busy as a jack-
of-all-trades at Bethany House,
where her duties ranged from
housekeeping and preparing food
for the food cupboard to visiting
with residents. Nowak said she was
glad that her internship incorporat-
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Christine Nowak (left) and Julian Bell lead their group on the River Walk
across the Genesee River in downtown Rochester Aug. 9 during the

Diocesan Youth Convention.

ed both ministry and service.

“I think that so much of what
Christianity is about can be discov-
ered through service. Working with
two really different populations and
age groups, I've learned a lot. It was
a good balance. Either one without
the other might not have lived up to
my expectations,” Nowak said.

In what little spare time Nowak
had during the summer, she assist-
ed Nora Bradbury-Haehl in her
work as youth minister at St. Paul’s
Parish in Webster.

Nowak knew Bradbury-Haehl,
former diocesan director of young-
adult ministry, from her previous
work as youth minister at Nowak’s
parish, St. Joseph’s in Penfield,
which was the starting point for
Nowak’s path toward a career in
youth ministry.

“I had a really great experience
with youth ministry in high school.
It was a really formative experl-
ence,” she recalled.

Bradbury-Haehl recalled that
Nowak was quiet and hesitant when
she first started attending youth-
group meetings at St. Joseph’s, but
by her senior year had become an
enthusiastic - participant and a
leader among her peers.

“It’s really great to have someone
like her who's just on fire with their
faith in a way that makes other kids
want to be that too,” Bradbury-
Haehl said.

Although she enjoyed vyouth
group, Nowak never seriously con-
sidered youth ministry as a poten-
tial career until her -sophomore
yvear of college. At that time, she re-
ceived a letter from the rectors of
her dormitory, inviting her to take
part in a summer program called
Notre Dame Vision. During the pro-
gram, she worked with high-school

students, helping them think about

how God worked in their lives and
how everyone is called to disciple-
ship.

“It was during ND Vision that 1
realized that youth ministry is what
I want to do with nty life. Partici-
pating in liturgy, prayer, discussion
and faith sharing with the
teenagers energized me and

brought me a sense of purpose and -

joy,” Nowak said.

After that experience, she added
theology as a second major and be-
gan to participate more in ministry-
related activities at school. She
helped second-graders in religious
education for two years and be-
came a liturgical commissioner for
her dormitory. Each dormitory at
Notre Dame has its own chapel, so
three students from each building
volunteer to be liturgical commis-
sioners and coordinate the liturgies.

Bradbury-Haehl, for one, is not
surprised that Nowak has chasen to
go into youth ministry.

Youth ministry “is a real natural
fit for her. That she wants to go in-

to that world, too, and be there for ,

other kids, that really gives me
hope,” she said.
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