
Spiritual riches on a secular campus
Catholic center nurtures vocations of all kinds

among University of Texas students

A
USTIN, TEXAS . Fr. Ed Nowak agrees with the Uni-
versity of  Texas motto: “What starts here 
changes the world.” The Paulist priest, who 
directs the University Catholic Center, need 
only step outside his office across from the 
campus’ famed south mall fountain and fly-
ing horsemen bronze sculptures and he can 

behold the white tower that is central to the university’s 
iconic architecture.

Every week, he sees some 1,500 of  the university’s 
52,000 students. Some 100 of  them attend daily Mass 
and 30-40 queue up to an hour twice a week for regu-
larly scheduled confession. Many others approach him 
for reconciliation by appointment or in the course of  
spiritual direction or counseling advice, which he also 
dispenses regularly, as does his fellow Paulist Fr. Jaime 
Baca, associate director of  the University Catholic Cen-
ter.

The priests preside at four Sunday Masses attended 
by some 1,500 students. During Holy Week, the numbers 
surge. Each year, more than a dozen students enter the 
church on Holy Saturday through its Rite of  Christian 
Initiation of  Adults program and are baptized, con-
firmed and receive their first Communion in a standing-
room-only Easter vigil service.

Nowak points proudly to a spreadsheet of  more than 
two dozen names — graduate and undergrad students 
who’ve gone on to become deacons, priests and nuns 
after studying at the University of  Texas and getting 
involved in the myriad spiritual and social activities of-
fered at the Catholic center. 

Currently, 14 graduates are priests serving in six of  
Texas’ 15 dioceses while another two serve as deacons. 
Two graduates from 2014 are priests with the Schoen-
statt Movement, a 100-year-old renewal movement 
with strong Marian devotion. The group dedicated a 
shrine to Mary in Austin last year.

Another three former students or graduates have en-

tered diocesan seminaries in Austin and San Antonio 
while three others have joined the Jesuits, Paulist and 
Holy Cross Fathers. Three women have also entered re-
ligious life.

In November, the center is welcoming a fourth cam-
pus minister, Marist Br. Rob Clark, who will help the 
priests and campus minister Marti Salas to carry on a 
vocations discernment program. Vocational discern-
ment has been underway for a few years, but will re-
ceive heightened attention in 2016 because of  an ex-
panded campus ministry staff.

Currently, three male students and two other men 
live in Borromeo House of  Discernment, close to cam-
pus. Now in its sixth year of  operation, Borromeo offers 
something of  a pre-seminary environment to give the 
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men a chance to explore the vocational call more deeply 
and to experience a bit of  what seminary is like, in an 
atmosphere of  prayer, support and fraternity. The men 
make a promise not to date while they are at Borromeo. 

When he’s in town, Fr. Jonathan  Raia, a 2002 Univer-
sity of  Texas graduate, lives in a home that connects 
to Borromeo with another Austin priest who serves as 
Borromeo’s spiritual director. As vocations director 
for the Austin diocese, Raia is often on the road, said 
Rodrigo Cantu, a senior living at the house. Cantu, 22, 
likened his desire to be a priest to having “something 
like a fishing line attached to my heart.

“I can’t say no to God,” he told NCR. Cantu, a native of  
San Antonio, said the discovery came while he was at 
eucharistic adoration and “I suddenly could not believe 
God could die for my sins. My heart shattered, but God 
came and filled me with love.”

After four years in Austin and much involvement at 
the University Catholic Center, Cantu said he would like 
to enroll in seminary at the Seattle archdiocese. He’s 
drawn to the Pacific Northwest not only for its cooler 
climate, but also for its spiritual challenges. Cantu list-
ed a “high-tech hipster culture” and a high suicide rate 
in “the most unchurched area of  the U.S.” as luring him 
toward ministry in the Northwest.

He thought the growth of  his Catholicism, which he 
had experienced at the Catholic center, would help him 
retain his faith and evangelize others. 

“So many friends who’ve come to Austin have lost 
their faith, yet mine has been strengthened here,” said 
Cantu, who is majoring in international relations and 
economics. “The UCC has prepared us to live our faith 
— to practice it like a soldier on a battlefield.”

Among his friends at Borromeo last semester was 

Frank Garza, 20, a sophomore. Garza has been consider-
ing the priesthood since he attended Antonian College 
Preparatory High School in San Antonio. When Garza 
was a high school freshman, a priest asked him if  he 
would be open to considering religious life. He was. 

In August this year, Garza entered Assumption Semi-
nary, the formation house and college for the San Anto-
nio archdiocese.

“I’m excited, I’m nervous and I’m really thrilled,” 
Garza told NCR last semester in Austin when speaking 
of  his decision to study at the seminary. His move in 
August followed a mission pilgrimage to Peru with the 
Marian Community of  Reconciliation, whose members 
he had met at his high school.

“By the grace of  God, I have a big love of  people,” said 
Garza, who is learning Spanish and wants to minister 
to the people of  South Texas, a majority of  whom speak 
only Spanish.

His greatest help in discerning his vocation while at 
the University of  Texas was his friendship with Fellow-
ship of  Catholic University Students (FOCUS) mission-
aries in Austin. FOCUS has 450 missionaries working 
on 100 campuses.

Garza was one of  200 University of  Texas students 
who attended the evangelization group’s SEEK confer-
ence for university students held in Nashville, Tenn., in 
January. Some 7,000 students gathered from across the 
nation.

Garza called the group’s work on the University of  
Texas campus “insanely impactful.” The five FOCUS 
missionaries there — two men and three women — are 
all recent college graduates who fundraise their own 
salaries and have spent summers in training at Ave Ma-
ria University in Southwest Florida. They help to orga-
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nize and run some 60 weekly Bible studies held in apart-
ments, cafeterias and gyms, at outdoor sporting events, 
and at other spots across the Austin campus.

The seminarian lauded the Paulists and the Catholic 
center’s staff  for encouraging his vocation. Daily Mass, 
daily adoration and a Longhorns Awakening retreat ev-
ery semester helped his discernment, he said. 

In October, some 300 students attended Longhorns 
Awakening Number 59, which means the program, held 
at Eagles Wing in Burnet, Texas, north of  Austin, has 
been going almost 30 years, attracting thousands of  
students. “It’s the easiest and fastest way to find a like-
minded, spiritually rich friend” amid the vast student 
body, Garza said.

FOCUS missionary Geoffrey Calvert of  Overland 
Park, Kan., told NCR that the most frequently asked 
question he gets from University of  Texas students con-
cerns prayer. “I tell them prayer is the foundation for 
your relationship with God. They come for help and I go 
over all kinds of  prayers with them — novenas, medita-
tion, adoration, Scripture, the rosary, Marian spiritual-
ity,” he said.

Vocational discernment is not just about attracting 
students to consecrated life, said Elizabeth Bertrand, de-
velopment director for the University Catholic Center. 
“It’s about all vocations — to religious, married and sin-
gle life — but more particularly to make students aware 
of  their vocation to serve the church, not just as priests 
and nuns but also as lay ministers.”

More than 20 programs are offered at the center, 
giving students many discipleship choices, said Ber-
trand. She pointed to experience students can garner as 

church liturgists, musicians, catechists, teachers, event 
planners, social justice advocates, and support staff  for 
poverty, prisoner, pro-life, and gay and lesbian groups. 

Opportunities for adult faith formation, for faith-
sharing, fundraising, organizing, cooking and for ecu-
menical and interfaith outreach also abound at the cen-
ter and across the campus, she noted. 

A seven-member, all-student Longhorn Catholic 
Council directs many of  these activities and helps stu-
dents be part of  the Catholic center community. The 
council includes chairpersons for spirituality, market-
ing, media, finance and events.

For Bertrand, Nowak, Baca and several students 
with whom NCR spoke while in Austin in April, the most 
important task of  the center’s staff  and students is to 
deepen one another’s faith and love of  Jesus Christ.

Baca, Nowak, Bertrand and Garza all spoke of  the im-
pact that adoration before the Blessed Sacrament has 
had on them and on the center’s work. Adoration hours 
are from 9 a.m. to 9 p.m., Sunday through Friday, with 
up to three students signing on for each hour. Mem-
bers of  a Catholic sorority and a Catholic fraternity fill 
many of  these hours and also plan the weekly Thursday 
evening Holy Hour.

“Being able to pray before Jesus Christ is one of  the 
most powerful experiences a person can have, whether 
it’s for 10 minutes, 30 minutes or a full hour,” Bertrand 
said. “The Lord is speaking to their hearts and so much 
peace is obtained.” 

[Patricia Lefevere is a longtime contributor to NCR.]
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