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Sponsored Ministry Corporations of
Religious Institutes and Societies

This newsletter is the last in the special series on the civil

structures of religious institutes and societies. A fundamental

part of the life and work of religious is carrying on the mission of

Jesus in the world of today. Most institutes have a specific

mission or a particular way of doing ministry that inspired their

founding members, and that continues to animate generation

after generation:

I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and

you gave me drink, a stranger and you welcomed me,

naked and you clothed me, ill and you cared for me, in

prison and you visited me. -- Mt 25:36

The Church in the United States is blessed with institutions that

provide healthcare, education, social and pastoral services to

millions of people. These institutions are rightly credited with

building up the people of God, building a more just society and

caring for the poorest and weakest among us. As ministries

grow and develop, they may need certain structures to provide

a more stable foundation for the continuing work.

Sponsorship has developed over time, beginning in the early

20th century with ministries wholly owned and operated by

religious institutes. Vatican II spurred a reconnection with the

founding charism of religious institutes and a fresh look at the

ministries. In addition, the cultural context of the period lead to

an increasing formalization and specialization of ministries, as

is particularly evident in healthcare and education. This,

coupled with the decreasing numbers of religious actively

involved in ministries, and increasing concerns about liability

lead to separate incorporation of ministries, during the very

period when canonists were refining their understanding of the

interplay between civil and canonical structures. The result was

a variety of structures aimed at maintaining a modicum of
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control over institutions even as the personal presence of

religious there diminished. The most common example is the

separately incorporated ministry which maintains a relationship

with the religious institute.

Ministry Corporations - Many ministries begin as small

organizations focussed on a particular service which are

housed within the civil and canonical structures of the religious

institute. However, as the ministry grew, it needed the benefits

of separate incorporation, including separation of liability,

separation of administration and compliance with federal and

state regulation of the ministry, e.g. in healthcare, education

and social services.

When a separate ministry corporation is established, and as it is

governed, the religious institute maintains a relationship with

the organization; this relationship is often referred to as

sponsorship. From a canonical point of view, ministries started

by the institute remain an integral part of the religious institute,

even if they are separately incorporated under civil law. For this

reason, the institute or society retains the canonical

responsibility to ensure that the ministry is carried out according

to its own mission, in communion with the Church, and that the

assets are administered as ecclesiastical goods.

Sponsorship is a structured relationship through which the

sponsor, in the name of the Catholic Church, directs and

influences a ministry that meets an apostolic need and furthers

the mission of Jesus.

Important elements to consider in the development of the

sponsorship relationship include:

-- Catholic identity

-- Responsibility and accountability

-- Mission of the sponsor

-- Continuation of Jesus' mission

-- Mutuality

-- Service

-- Canonical and civil legal structure(s)

At the dawn of the 21st century, some have begun to explore

new models of sponsorship based on missio and communio,

rather than strict legal control. However, this requires careful

planning so that the canonical and civil documents, and the

actual practice of the sponsor and the ministry corporation

provide the mechanism to enable the relationship to grow.

* * *

For more information on this topic, January's webcast will



examine the ministry corporations of religious institutes,

discussing also the interplay between canonical and civil

obligations. 

If I can be of any assistance to your organization, please do not

hesitate to contact me.

Peace,

Amy Hereford

*A webcast is a seminar delivered over the internet.
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