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In St. Paul’s Second Letter 
to the Corinthians, he says, 
“Now the Lord is the Spirit, 

and where the Spirit of the Lord 
is, there is freedom.” I have found 
these words to be profoundly true 
in my own walk with Christ. As a 
freshman walking onto Vanderbilt’s 
campus, I was looking for the 
typical college experience—and for 
two years I lived what I thought 
to be a fully abundant 
life. At the end of a very 
challenging sophomore 

year, I wrote down my goals for the 
following school year. At the top of 
my list sat: “Grow in relationship 
with Christ.” The fall came, and I 
ventured daily to Benton Chapel 
on campus to read the Bible and 
pray, which was a shock to me as a 
nominal, “ChrEaster” Presbyterian. 
(Unbeknownst to me, this was the 
first step in cultivating my devotion 
to daily prayer and eventually 

Eucharistic Adoration.)
As I sought answers to my 

questions about God, He gave 
me the courage to say “yes” to 
UCat’s Awakening XXVI and a 

FOCUS mission trip to Jamaica. Of 
course, at the time, I viewed these 
experiences as no more than an 
opportunity to deepen my Christian 
faith, rather than an exposure to 
Christ’s True Church. In prayer, 
He revealed to me a future in 
Him where my worth, meaning, 
and identity would be rooted in 
something far greater than I could 

A DIFFERENT KIND OF HOMECOMING
By Mia Whitney

MIA’S CONFIRMATION…

…AND FIRST COMMUNION

Proposing Jesus Christ and Forming His Disciples SUMMER 2021



UNIVERSITY CATHOLIC  |  SUMMER 2021 629.800.5151

ever imagine. I wholeheartedly 
believed in His Sovereignty, His 
Providence, and His Love for the 
first time in my life and I returned 
to campus with a newfound faith 
and zeal for getting involved in 
a Christian community...until we 
were sent home indefinitely due to 
COVID-19.

But the Lord is never outdone in 
generosity. Oftentimes, He closes 
doors so that new ones may be 
opened. It is only by God’s grace and 
Mary’s intercession that I remained 
so open to new ideas, such as reading 
Scott Hahn’s book, Rome Sweet 
Home and praying a Rosary during 
quarantine. Moreover, the Cathedral 
appeared to be the only church open 
for daily prayer near campus when 
I returned in the fall. Unsure of my 
thoughts about Jesus’ Real Presence 
in the Eucharist, I figured praying at 
4:30, when the Blessed Sacrament 
was exposed, couldn’t hurt...right? 
Little did I know that Jesus was 
drawing me closer and closer, both 

spiritually and physically.
This season was full of joy as 

I explored my curiosities of the 
Catholic Church, but also full of 
confusion as I could not always 
discern where my convictions 
ended and my obstinacy began. I 
asked Him to lead me in ways of 
Truth. He answered these prayers 
with a personal desire to read all 
that I could about the Eucharist; 
The Church’s claim of the Real 
Presence seemed so outrageous 
that the Eucharist was either utterly 
absurd or worthy of sacrificing 
my life for. He proved the latter 
to be true. After spending nearly 
half a year praying before the 
Eucharist without receiving Him 
at mass, the desire to enter fully 
into communion with Him finally 
overtook all fears, insecurities, and 
hesitations of becoming Catholic. 
The most beautiful Homecoming 
imaginable.

Cardinal John Henry Newman 
once said “to be deep in History 

is to cease to be Protestant.” My 
Homecoming was a journey from 
the head to the heart; I knew of 
the Truth because of an intellectual 
study of history, theology, and 
scripture, yet it was not until Jesus 
pierced my heart with His love and 
mercy that I knew my decision to 
come home to His Church would 
be the best, albeit most challenging, 
decision that I would make in my 
life. The journey has not been easy 
and admittedly, this was never the 
plan I had for my life, but I have 
the consolation of believing that I 
am following the will of God. I pray 
daily that He has His way in my 
heart, knowing that it will only lead 
me to deeper intimacy with Him. It 
is all that I desire to desire. Now that 
I have received the Body, Blood, 
Soul, and Divinity of Jesus Christ for 
nearly three months, I can say that I 
have never felt less in control, but so 
full of joy, peace, and freedom.

Mia, VU’21 is going to medical school.

My name is Benjamin Claiborne, 

and I graduated the spring of 

2021 from Belmont University. 

I have since started as a fulltime 

missionary with the Fellowship of 

Catholic University Students (FOCUS) 

and will be sent on campus to Central 

Connecticut State University this fall. It 

was by the community, formation, and 

spiritual life of both University Catholic 

and the FOCUS missionaries in Nashville 

that I felt drawn into pursuing a life 

of mission. These things brought me 

out of living a life of mediocrity to one 

of excellence in virtue, prayer, and all 

things. The Lord changed my life through 

the Liturgy, His sacraments, and these 

people; and I hope that He may do the 

same through me in the coming years.

MISSION TRIP 2019

ONE MISSION LEADS TO ANOTHER
Benjamin Claiborne, BU’21 
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COUNTING OUR BLESSINGS
A message from our Chaplain

What just happened? The 
year is over, we survived 
2021! Many times 2021 

felt like we were flying in a plane that 
was still being built and had no idea 
where we were going to land. We had 
to adapt a lot! Despite all difficulties 
there were a lot of blessings this year. 
We just finished an awesome school 
year. Our Sunday Supper, sponsored 
by the Diocese of Nashville, had 
more students participating than 
years past. Students met in Bible 
studies, both virtually and in person. 
Discipleship chains were stronger 
than ever. The gala was a success, we 
have 21 new Partners in Mission. We 
had two Awakening Retreats, where 
retreaters and staffers were truly 
able to encounter Christ. Courtney 
(Barnes) Soto is back to our staff as 
a Coordinator of Campus Ministry. 
It was a great year!! However, we 
cannot just pat our backs and say, 
“Good job!” We must keep our 
mission, to Propose Jesus Christ 
and Form His Disciples, so now it is 
time to start planning and thinking 

about next school year: Awakening 
Retreats, Welcome weeks, and all 
other activities.

When we started planning for 
this upcoming year, the Diocese of 
Nashville gave us a new and bigger 
challenge. The Diocese, seeing the 
blessing that UCat has been for 
Nashville and the Church — not to 
my personal credit, but the work of 
so many in the leadership — asked 
us to increase our outreach and to 
make the UCat branding, leadership, 
and structure available to all the 
college campus ministries in Middle 
Tennessee. This is an opportunity to 
share more than just our branding, 
but first and foremost our mission. 
The different campus ministries 
throughout the Diocese will be called 
University Catholic at Austin Peay 
State University, Middle Tennessee 
State University, and Tennessee Tech. 

This summer our staff and 
leadership team have been working 
with school leadership teams and 
priests to start this integration 
process. This integration will enable 

us to unify resources and better 
achieve our mission. The “new 
UCats” will be invited and welcomed 
to attend our signature events, 
such as the Men’s and Women’s 
Conferences, the March for Life 
Pilgrimage, Awakening Retreats, the 
Grad Student Retreat, the Speaker 
Series, etc. 

As you can imagine this new 
school year will be busy, because 
we will be Proposing Jesus Christ 
and Forming His Disciples in 
all communities of our Diocese. 
Once again, we want to thank 
you for your prayer and support 
of University Catholic. We cannot 
do it alone! We want you to know 
that through your prayers and 
support you are impacting the lives 
of countless college students in this 
dear time of their lives, and for that 
we are grateful! 

God bless.

Fr Gervan Menezes, M.Div.

FR. GERVAN VISITS WITH UCAT GALA 2021 ATTENDEES
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2021
Gala
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Alumnae, parents, friends 
and students celebrated 
University Catholic’s 15th 

Anniversary in style at UCat’s Gala, 
held April 10.

A special tribute was made to the 
faithful shepherds who have served 
at University Catholic and who 
presided over the 15th Anniversary 
Mass at Cathedral of the Incarnation: 
Bishop Mark Spalding, Fr. John 
Sims Baker, Fr. Michael Fye, and 
Fr. Gervan Menezes. Their spiritual 
fatherhood is responsible for the 
countless conversions, re-conversions, 
marriages, religious vocations and 
well-formed Catholics who are the 
fruit of University Catholic.

The UCat Gala raised over 
$40,000 to support UCat’s ministry 
to college students and won 21 new 
monthly donors. 

Special thanks to all our table 
sponsors: Joseph Coombe, VU’17; 
David & Betsy Donlon, VU’09 
& VU’08; FOCUS Missionaries 
at Belmont & Vanderbilt; Scott 
& Patricia Hunt, Hunt Brothers 
Pizza; Bob & Missy Rudman/
Lloyd & Elizabeth Crockett, Serra 
Club of Williamson County; St. 
Ann Catholic Church; St. Mary 
of the Seven Sorrows Catholic 
Church; Serra Club of Nashville; 
and Tennessee Knights of Columbus 
State Council.
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Even before he came to 
Aquinas College in August 
2018, Pat recognized 

that he would have to pay special 
attention to his social needs. He was 
transitioning from a high school 
of 3,800 students to a college 
where he was the only layman in 
the undergraduate program. “My 
spiritual life was hours old, and 
many bad habits were still intact,” 
he says. “From the start, University 
Catholic was the koinonia: the 
tangible, particular body of believers 
who pointed me to the Lord.”

Initially Pat took part in Sunday 
Suppers and Sunday Mass with UCat. 
Then he started spiritual direction 
with Fr. Fye, made friendships with 
FOCUS missionaries and a small 
group of students whose bible 
study he joined. He then jumped 
all in, attending UCat’s Awakening 
Retreat, March for Life Pilgrimage, 
Melchizedek Project and later became 
Head Sacristan, Awakening Rector 
and Intellectual Dimension Co-Head.

A week after his graduation in 
May, Pat traveled to The Monastery 

of Our Lady of the Cenacle, also 
called Silverstream Priory, located in 
County Meath, Ireland. There 
he will spend three months as 
an aspirant to the community of 
Benedictine Monks of Perpetual 
Adoration. This means a summer 
of prayer and work alongside fifteen 
monks in hopes of being accepted 
for postulancy there. After the 
summer visit, Pat will return to 
Chicago for a period of time. 

Pat first seriously considered 
openness to religious life on UCat’s 
March For Life Pilgrimage in 
January 2019. He recalls keeping 
watch on the bus ride back to 
Nashville from DC, thinking of 
the many goods and graces he 
had received, and those he had 
witnessed in the many religious 
with whom he had recently become 
acquainted. Prior to that pilgrimage, 
he had been impressed by the 
witness and ministry of the Friar 
Preachers of the Eastern Province, 
as were many of his friends who 
have since gone on to join their 
ranks. Meeting them in person for 

the first time on the March gave Pat 
a chance to watch them and literally 
contemplate religious life. He recalls 
confessing in prayer on the ride back 
“Yeah, I think I’d do that life if You 
wanted me to, Lord. Also, please 
want me to do that.”

Pat is grateful to all involved in 
University Catholic, particularly 
Fr. Gervan. Pat had these kind 
words to share, “While I have had 
many instructors in Christ, I have 
had fewer fathers (1 Cor 4:15). 
But he was one, from our first 
meeting to my last day. I extend 
the same gratitude to Fr. Fye, who 
was very influential on me though 
we only shared one year together 
at University Catholic. Likewise, 
I thank Bishop Spalding, whose 
immanent presence to the ministry 
despite the many obligations of the 
Bishopric, has manifested his great 
fatherly care for the young people of 
the diocese. May God bless these and 
all his priests in Nashville.” 

“I am thankful also to the many 
benefactors who have assisted me 
virtually by their support of the 
ministry and directly by supporting 
my fundraising efforts toward my 
trip to Ireland. Know of my daily 
prayers and commemorations of you 
all, and may God reward you for 
your generosity.

Finally, to all the students of 
University Catholic, true friends 
and fellow workers in the Lord’s 
vineyard: thank you. It has been an 
honor and a joy to have known you. 
Know of my prayers for the ministry 
as I go forth, and please pray for 
me, a sinner.”

“Yeah, I think I’d do that 
life if You wanted me to, 
Lord. Also, please want 
me to do that.”

—Pat McMahon

PAT (SECOND FROM LEFT) AND OTHER UCAT GRADS ON MELCHIZEDEK PROJECT WITH FR. G

SPOTLIGHT:

PAT McMAHON
Aquinas College, Class of 2021, Cum Laude
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Congratulations to Fr. Gervan 

Menezes, UCat Chaplain, and 

Zach Janson, a 2019 graduate of 

Belmont University, for being honored 

with a 2021 Gabriel Award for their 

weekly radio show, BELONGING FOR 

YOUNG CATHOLIC ADULTS, which airs 

on Nashville Catholic Radio. 

The Catholic Media Association is a 

worldwide organization that bestows the 

Gabriel Awards on the best of the best 

broadcasting work that supports dignity, 

compassion, community, and justice. 

BELONGING FOR YOUNG CATHOLIC 

ADULTS, which began in March 2020 as 

the pandemic was shutting everything 

down, was awarded Second Place in the 

Radio Series division of the CMA Awards.

Fr. Gervan and Zach invite guests to 

join them in conversation covering topics 

relevant to Catholic young adults, such 

as relationships, finance, and vocations. 

Zach, who works in landscaping by day 

and country music at night, explains “Our 

mission is to give a voice to the young 

adults in our Diocese and to help them in 

building a faithful community. 

“Every week Fr. Gervan and I put the 

world aside and intentionally try to give 

our best to young adults,” Zach says. “We 

certainly don’t do it for recognition, but 

we were pleased to learn of this award.”

BELONGING RECEIVES CMA GABRIEL AWARD

ZACH AND FR. G INTERVIEW KELLY LLOVERAS

2ndPlace



UNIVERSITY CATHOLIC  |  SUMMER 2021 629.800.5151

2004 TERRACE PLACE

NASHVILLE, TENNESSEE 37203

NON-PROFIT ORG

U.S. POSTAGE

PAID
NASHVILLE, TN

PERMIT NO. 1369

CHARITY,  UNITY AND 
FRATERNITY

UCat Knights exemplify all 

At the close of the 2019-2020 

academic year, The Knights 

of Columbus Council 15020 at 

University Catholic won third place in 

the prestigious National Outstanding 

College Council Award. This award 

is given to college councils who 

exemplify the mission and ideals 

of the Knights of Columbus, and 

go above and beyond to make a 

difference on their college campus 

and in the surrounding diocese. This 

award is one of the many honors our 

council received under the leadership 

of Peter Martin ’VU 21. Martin served 

as Grand Knight during his senior 

year at Vanderbilt University.  In 

addition to Vanderbilt, the college 

Knights of University Catholic are 

comprised of students attending 

different colleges and universities 

served by University Catholic. 

After receiving national recognition 

last year, at the close of the 2020-

2021 academic year the Knights won 

many additional honors from the 

Knights of Columbus Tennessee State 

Chapter: The Family Activity of the 

Year Award, The State Deputy Award, 

The State Membership Award, The 

State Chaplain's Award, 

The State Bishop's Award, 

and Honorable Mention 

for the Vocation's Activity 

of the Year Award. There 

are several events and 

programs which enable 

UCat's college Knights 

to secure these awards, 

namely, our annual 

Men's Conference, the 

Valentine's Dinner for the women 

of the community, the cornhole 

tournament and cooking Sunday 

Suppers. In the spirit of their mission 

to foster charity, unity and fraternity, 

the college Knights never cease 

to find creative ways to bring this 

charism to life. We are so proud 

of our council and are grateful to 

the friends and benefactors of 

UCat who make these award-

winning events possible.

UCAT KNIGHTS RECEIVE STAR COUNCIL AWARD


