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One of the main goals of any volunteer program’s use of technology is to communicate to the public who you are, to excite others about your vision and to invite people to become a part of your mission. One of the most prominent ways that has emerged to accomplish these goals is through the use of the blog. Here, there is an opportunity to share thoughts, reflections and experiences in an interactive context which permits the reader to share in the author’s journey and to be swept into the story.

Previously, many missionaries in our program had created personal blogs, sharing what she/he deemed appropriate or interesting or which spoke to her/his missionary experience with the Incarnate Word Missionary program. We found that many who read the personal blogs (namely, interested applicants), were having a hard time relating to the larger missionary experience - each person wrote to her specific known audience, not as much to the public at large. There were sometimes components of the blog entries with which we were not always comfortable from a programmatic stance. We were concerned that not every entry adequately and accurately portrayed our program’s mission and charism. Additionally, since each missionary took it upon him or herself to have a blog, there might be three or four people at one placement site offering reflections about their experiences, while another placement site had no one offering a blog, which again produced only a small piece of the larger picture.

In an effort to provide a more complete understanding of the experience as an Incarnate Word Missionary, to focus on the spiritual, communal, personal, and overarching transformation that our missionaries go through during their time with IWM, and to maintain the integrity and vision of the program, we decided to create a unified and moderated blog. (Each missionary is free to maintain a personal blog if they wish, but we do not provide those links on our website.) Since we didn’t want to ignore the value of such a forum, our solution was to centralize these missionary experiences and reflections through one collaborative program blog. 

Each week, a different site of mission is asked to contribute a blog entry. They are free to either write it collectively as a community or to take turns contributing when it is that particular site’s turn. Each missionary sends this reflection to us, we review the entry and then post it to our blog (the missionaries themselves do not have access to post on the program blog). Occasionally, after reviewing the entry, we will ask the missionary for some revision, usually when we see a key component that would be valuable to develop further, or if one’s writing needs some guidance or focus. We ask that the blog entries focus on the spiritual transformation that one is experiencing (as opposed to a report of activities or a list of what they are involved with onsite). It is an effort to allow each missionary to be creative in the telling of their story, and to give others the opportunity to enter into to the heart of the missionary experience: being transformed, living the mission, learning from the receiving community, growing in spirituality, one’s understanding of justice and peace, and developing in community. 

There is a link to our blog on our website and we send out notices to the Congregation frequently as reminders to check the blog. We have also sent the blog site to all returned missionaries and we post on our program Facebook page every time we have a new entry (weekly). We have had faculty members at the University of Incarnate Word use our blog in the classroom setting, having their students read and post comments on the blog as classroom activities. The blog has had an incredibly positive reception, particularly from many of the Sisters of the Congregation who anxiously await the next post! It provides a much more profound experience of journeying with our missionaries, and one has the opportunity to know what is happening in all of our sites of mission, the ways in which our missionaries truly live the call to be Christ in this world, and how the Congregational mission experience is taking a hold of young missionaries and shaping them into profound agents of change in our global society. When we receive a call from someone interested in learning more about our program, we suggest that they read our blog – after all, the best way to learn more about what it is to be an Incarnate Word Missionary is to hear it from the IW Missionaries themselves! 

Not only has our program blog had a positive response from the readers, but additionally it has provided the opportunity for us to interact with our missionaries on a new level. Since we read and review and encourage further reflection from our missionaries and interact about the blog entry before it is posted, we are able to engage in reflection with our missionaries individually about the specific experiences they share through their entries. This has opened a new door for program staff to accompany missionaries in their experience and to reflect with them. And, since we have missionaries in varying countries on multiple continents, our missionaries can share in each other’s experiences through reading the entries from their fellow IW missionaries. 

What began as an effort to mainstream the sharing of experiences has turned into an incredible tool for reflecting on experiences, strengthening community, and inviting people into the shared journey of mission that our Incarnate Word Missionaries are living – from CCVI Sisters to university students, from IWM program supporters and returned missionaries to interested applicants. It has become a wonderful opportunity to grow together in our call to be Christ in this world!

Blog site: www.iwmissions.blogspot.com 
Please feel free to contact me with any questions- clare.strockbine@amormeus.org
