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1.
Introduction

The origins of the European Vocations Service can be traced back to an initiative taken almost twenty years ago by vocations personnel in the Benelux countries, who began to meet on a regular basis to share resources, and to explore how vocations ministry in their respective countries could be developed to meet the challenges of a new Europe. Their dialogue soon expanded to include their colleagues from France, Italy, Germany and Austria. This communion between vocations personnel had no name and no formal structure, but it contributed significantly to the development of a new understanding of vocations ministry, consistent with the vision of the Second Vatican Council. It helped to prepare the ground for the European continental congress on vocations which took place in May 1997 in Rome.

 The Congress on Vocations to the Priesthood and to Consecrated Life in Europe gathered participants from 37 European nations. The final document of the Congress speaks of “a new spirit that must permeate pastoral work for vocations in the Church and, particularly, in the Churches of Europe.”
 What is called for is an authentic spirit of communion in vocations ministry. The Congress asked that “serious consideration be given to establishing, for Europe, an organisation or supranational centre for pastoral work for vocations, as a concrete sign and expression of communion and sharing, of co-ordination and exchange of experiences and persons between the individual national Churches, while safeguarding the peculiarities of each one.”

The 1997 Congress gave new impetus to the collaboration which was already taking place in Europe. A decision was formally taken at the 1999 gathering of vocations personnel in Ljubljana (Slovenia) that the European Vocations Service would be established as a “light structure” under the auspices of the CCEE. Dr. Rainer Birkenmaier, director of the national vocations service of Germany was entrusted with the task of guiding EVS in this important phase of its development. The statute of EVS was ratified by vocations personnel at the Sarajevo congress in July 2002, and was formally approved by the CCEE later that year. It applies for the period 2003 – 2006. The statute describes EVS as “a federation of the National Vocations Services of Europe, in co-operation with the CCEE” the aim of which is “the promotion of an integral vocations ministry in Europe, and the development of activities in common for the promotion of vocations.”

2.
The Meaning of Integral Vocations Ministry

Some exploration of what is meant by an “integral vocations ministry” is essential to any understanding of the role and activity of the EVS. In the course of its analysis of the radical change which is necessary in pastoral work for vocations, In Verbo Tuo suggests that vocations promotion in Europe has reached a critical point, a decisive moment, which calls for a leap in quality rather than simply a renewal of methodology or a recovery of energy and enthusiasm.
 In the course of its analysis, the document argues that a mature vocations ministry “must tend ever more towards the promotion of all vocations, because in the Lord’s Church, either we grow together or no-one grows.”
 Similarly, “true vocations ministry can be carried out only by those who are convinced that in every person, no-one excluded, there is an original gift of God which waits to be discovered.”
 As a consequence of this new understanding, “vocations promotion should become more a concerted effort of the whole religious or parish community, of the whole institute or diocese, of every priest or consecrated person, or believer, and for all vocations in every phase of life.”

The promotion of an integral vocations ministry may therefore be understood to mean both:

1. that vocations personnel, while they each have their own ecclesial and geographical areas of responsibility, are to be encouraged to work together and to share their resources, rather than to engage in competition with one another, and 

2. that pastoral work for vocations must be planned and executed in a way which recognises and respects the organic relationship between the common vocation of all Christians, and the distinct and specific expressions of that vocation to which individual members of the Church are called

In his address to the 1997 Congress, Pope John Paul reminded delegates that:

Every baptised person must be helped to discover and to be open to the call which is addressed to him in God’s plan. In this way it will be easier for the one receiving a particular vocation to service of the Kingdom to recognise the value of it and accept it generously. In fact, this is not so much about educating people to do something; rather more it is about giving a radical orientation to their own existence and to making choices which will decide once and for all about their own future.

In establishing the guiding principles for vocations ministry, In Verbo Tuo specifically addresses the fear that is sometimes expressed in the Church that, “widening the idea of vocation will be harmful to the specific promotion of vocations to the priesthood and the consecrated life.”
 The document explains that the reality is exactly the opposite.

A gradual approach to vocational proclamation, in fact, allows one to move from the objective to the subjective, and from the generic to the specific, without anticipating or rushing the proposals, but making them converge among themselves and towards the proposal which is decisive for the person, to be indicated at the right time and to be gauged with prudence, according to a rhythm which will take account of the subject in his or her situation.

The essential point, of course, is that there is no question of abandoning the specific vocational proposal, in favour of a vague idea that every human being is called. All vocation begins with the gift of life, and all vocation is directed towards a response to that gift which is specified, to a greater or lesser extent, through an on-going process of discernment. This process of discernment serves the vocation of each person, without exception. It also reduces the possibility that good people, who are not called to priesthood or consecrated life, might be left with the impression that they have not been called to anything. 

Two extremes are to be avoided. One extreme, which is all too obvious within the Church at present, is the reluctance ever to make a specific personal vocational proposal, on the presumption that vocations will mature spontaneously.  Referring to this problem at the EVS Congress in Warsaw, Fr. Amadeo Cencini said: 

There is an obvious theological connection between the adherence of faith and the question about the plan which God has for one, just as there is evidence regarding the pedagogical link between educating people in the discovery of life as a gift which has been received and the consequent decision to make of ones life a gift for others; but all of this cannot be left to a sort of natural progression, which the individual undertakes without any guidance or encouragement. Vocation also means pro-vocation, especially when it comes to the vocation to priesthood or religious life.

At the other extreme is recruitment, the methodology of which is propaganda, and which has frequently involved “inroads into the individual’s freedom.”
 Recruitment of its very nature, by ignoring the graduality of vocation, tends to exclude the prayerful discernment which is so essential both to the personal good of the individual who is called and to the good of the Church. 

3.
Towards A Vocational Culture

“Concern for vocations is a connatural and essential dimension of the Church’s pastoral work. The reason for this is that vocation, in a certain sense, defines the very being of the Church, even before her activity.”
 There is a growing recognition on a theoretical level, that concern for vocations is central to the mission of the Church, and that vocations ministry must become fully integrated into and identified with the broader pastoral ministry of the Church. In his address to the European continental congress, however, Archbishop José Saraiva Martins expressed his concern that this theoretical awareness had not yet matured into an existential reality in the life of the Church.
 

In a Europe which is characterised in some respects by a certain confusion about values, and about the meaning of life itself, it is particularly necessary that the whole Church should be committed to the renewal of vocational awareness, in such away that a culture of vocation not only inspires the faithful, but also goes “beyond the confines of the believing community.”
 In his message for the 30th World Day of Prayer for Vocations, Pope John Paul II, explained that this culture of vocations depends on the cultivation of basic vocational attitudes:

I desire, first of all, to call attention to the urgency of cultivating what we could call, "basic vocational attitudes", which give life to an authentic "culture of vocation". These attitudes are: formation of conscience; a sensitivity to spiritual and moral values; the promotion and defence of the ideals of human brotherhood, of the sacredness of life, of social solidarity, and of civil order. It is a question of a culture which allows modern man to refind himself, appropriating anew the higher values of love, friendship, prayer, and contemplation.

The promotion of a culture of vocation in the Church represents a rather unique challenge for the European Vocations Service. The awareness of a specific vocation to the ministerial priesthood, to consecrated life, to the permanent diaconate, or indeed to Christian marriage, develops more naturally and more effectively in a cultural context which is vocational in its orientation. For that reason alone, if for no other, the EVS has an interest in and a responsibility for the development of a culture of vocation in Europe, which would be both a way of thinking and a way of being in the Church. We have been engaged in this work since 1997, primarily through our on-going reflection on In Verbo Tuo, and our sharing of the fruits of this reflection at national and local level.

It must be said, however, that there are parallels to be seen between the experience of the Twelve (cf. Acts 6.2) and the situation in which vocations personnel, at both national and local level, find themselves today. Vocations personnel are those who, in practice, have been entrusted by their bishops and congregational leaders with responsibility for the promotion of vocations to the priesthood and the consecrated life and for the care of those who are at that more specific stage in their vocational discernment. The responsibility of transforming the whole pastoral ministry of the Church so that it becomes truly vocational in its character is a far broader one. It belongs to the whole Church and it needs to be taken on board by the whole Church, rather than being left exclusively to vocations personnel, as so often seems to be the case. 

4.
The Development of National and Diocesan Centres

Through its contacts with the secretaries general of episcopal conferences, the EVS has been active in promoting the establishment of national vocations structures in each European country. The national vocations service, whatever form it takes, has an essential role to play in ensuring that vocations ministry in each country is developed according to certain pedagogical principles, and that it is appropriately integrated into the life of the wider church. One element of this role is to assist in the development of vocations centres and in the formation of personnel at diocesan and congregational level.

Most of the countries of Europe now have some form of national vocations structure. In some cases there is a national vocations service specifically established by the episcopal conference, which includes priests, religious, and lay people (married, single and in consecrated life). In other countries the national vocations service is a less structured collaboration between the person appointed by the episcopal conference to promote diocesan priesthood, and those who hold a similar responsibility on behalf of the national conference of religious. England and Wales has a National Office for Vocation which is entrusted with the responsibility of promoting a culture of vocation in the Church, and acting as a resource for vocations personnel. Portugal and Sweden have just recently established a national vocations structure. In other cases there is as yet no discernible national structure. 

The number of participant countries continues to grow, however, and this is a sign of hope. Twenty-five countries were represented at the 2004 congress, including four who were represented for the first time since 1997 (Belarus, Bulgaria, Malta and Norway). Vocations ministry, to use the image of Pope John Paul, is breathing with both lungs. The challenges faced by the East are different from those faced by the West. The experience of Scandinavia is also unique. Each region has gifts to bring and each has the potential to be enriched differently through its participation in EVS.

5.
Ministerial Priesthood: 

I have been invited to write about European Vocations Service in the context of the wider theme “La communitá ecclesiale: vivaio di vocazioni sacerdotali.” It may be helpful to reflect very briefly on the relationship and the difference between what is sometimes called the priesthood of all the baptised, and the ministerial priesthood. As Fr. Rod Strange explains this is complicated in English by our use of the same word “priest” to translate both  (presbyter) and  (sacerdos). He goes on to say:

It is vital to grasp that there is an essential distinction between these two realities. Being different in essence means that these two priesthoods are completely different. They are not the same. One is not a heightened version of the other; that would merely be a matter of degree. Baptism is not a basic participation in Christ which is brought to a greater fulfilment through presbyteral ordination, still less does presbyteral ordination override the common priesthood received in baptism.

In a culture which, superficially at least, promotes the equality of every man and woman, there is a certain resistance to making distinctions. I believe that this contributes to the reluctance which many people, including priests, seem to experience when it comes to promoting the specific vocation of ministerial priesthood. It seems important to say, quite clearly, that the distinction between the ministerial priesthood and the priesthood of all the baptised, is not about degrees of personal dignity or holiness. Still less is it a way of saying that those who are ordained have all the gifts or skills of which the Church stands in need. Just as the Church is called to facilitate the participation and vocational growth of each individual Christian, it is the diversity of vocational identities and the communion between persons who are unique which enriches the Church and makes it possible for her to be truly an ecclesia. 

Nobody can know the meaning of unity if he does not also know the meaning of distinction. Every effort at metaphysical synthesis, particularly when it concerns the complex richness of knowledge and of the spirit, must therefore distinguish in order to unite.

Those who are called to ordained ministry are not “more called” than those who are called to discipleship as members of the lay faithful, or as religious. They are called to something different. As the Second Vatican Council states, and as the Catechism of the Catholic Church makes even more clear, the ministerial priesthood and the common priesthood of  the baptised are “ordered one to another.”
 This mutual ordering is well expressed in the Rite of Ordination itself, when the ordinand is reminded that “it is your ministry which will make the spiritual sacrifice of the faithful perfect by uniting them to the Eucharistic sacrifice of Christ,” and when he is encouraged to “remember the example of the good shepherd who came to serve rather than to be served, to seek out and save what had gone astray.”
 Priestly ministry acquires its genuine meaning and attains to its fullest truth in serving and fostering the growth of the Christian community and the common priesthood of the faithful.
 

Vocation is not something accidental which is added on, as it were, from outside. It is a unique and essential dimension of each individual person. It seems to me that the philosophical language of Pope John Paul II can be of help to us in giving expression to this reality.
 From an anthropological point of view, the vocation to priesthood has its roots in the unique relationship which is established when God first calls a man into life. Without ceasing to be what he already is by birth and by baptism, the man transcends himself in his personal decision to respond to this call from God, a decision which he alone can make. He becomes, more completely, what he has always been called to be. From an ecclesial point of view, the acceptance of the call to ministerial priesthood is the expression of a unique solidarity with the whole community of the Church, in which the priest is committed to exercising his specific ministry for the good of all, and to facilitating the lay faithful in the exercise of theirs. Looked at from this perspective, vocations ministry is not about making distinctions, but about recognising the distinctions which God has already made. 

Vocations ministry which is more specifically directed towards the promotion and discernment of vocation to the priesthood is a service to the individual man which: 

· helps him to develop (or to develop further) both his desire to follow Christ, and the inner freedom (or indifference as St. Ignatius calls it) which allows him to desire what God wants in his life. This freedom is essential to vocation.

· brings the possibility of priesthood from the level of his subconscious to the level of consciousness

· helps him to reflect realistically on the nature of priesthood, and on his own gifts, with a view to discerning if this is in fact his vocation

· supports him, in a manner which is respectful of his freedom, in choosing what God has chosen and in making a commitment to follow that choice

The promotion of vocations to the priesthood is not directed only to those who are called to priesthood, but to all the baptised. This is not simply because they may have relatives and friends who are called to priesthood, but precisely because the ministerial priesthood is ordered to the priesthood of all the baptised, and because it only makes sense to talk about an integral vocations ministry when each person is helped to understand the vocations of others as well as his or her own.  

6.
EVS and Vocations to the Priesthood

It may be helpful at the outset to point out that the engagement of the EVS in the promotion of vocations is indirect, taking place as it does through the work of the national vocations services in their support of the local church. 

I intend to discuss the contribution of the European Vocations Service to the promotion of vocations to the priesthood in two ways. In the first place I will explore how the papers presented at the various congresses of EVS have contributed to the promotion of vocations to the priesthood. Further on, I hope to share something of my own experience of how EVS has contributed to the promotion of priesthood in Ireland in the past six years. This will, is suspect, be reflected to some extent in the experience of other countries, and in relation to the other specific vocations.

a) Papers presented at the congresses of EVS
Some of the interventions made at the congresses of EVS in recent years have referred specifically to the challenge of promoting priestly vocations. One that particularly comes to mind was the presentation by Fr. Jean-Marie Launay of a new strategy for promoting priesthood developed by the French bishops’ commission for ordained ministry. Another was the interesting analysis by Prof. Krystof Pawlina, rector of the diocesan seminary in Warsaw. Prof. Pawlina gave a detailed and surprising analysis of the faith, values and ideas of Polish seminary students today. Notwithstanding the significant differences between regions and countries, it was easy to recognise the many similarities in the challenges facing us all.

The presentations given at our congresses have more often tended to serve the promotion of priestly vocations indirectly, in so far as they help vocations personnel to arrive at a better understanding of topics which impinge upon the pastoral care of all vocations, including vocations to the priesthood. Among these have been presentations on 

· the situation of young people in Europe, 

· how the Gospel can speak to the experience of young people today

· the call to discipleship in the New Testament as a model for vocations ministry

· using the insights of psychology in vocational discernment

· the Church and Christian identity in a multicultural Europe

· the use of the internet in vocations ministry 

· a scriptural reflection on vocations ministry as an integral element of every Christian community 

· the use of the “retreat in daily life” as a tool for vocational discernment

· the model of vocational accompaniment offered by the Franciscan Alcantarine sisters in Assisi

As with most gatherings of professional or vocational bodies, the hidden benefit is the dialogue which takes place between sessions at the congresses of EVS. Insights and resources are shared; contacts are made which can be useful later on; participants return, like the disciples from Emmaus (cf. Lk. 24:33), with their hope renewed and ready to share the good news. 

b.
The impact of the EVS on the promotion of priestly vocations in Ireland

Perhaps the most concrete illustration I can offer of how the EVS has contributed to the promotion of vocations to the priesthood is to describe the Irish experience, which is replicated in varying degrees elsewhere in Europe.

When I was appointed director of vocations for the Archdiocese of Dublin in 1998, I found a copy of In Verbo Tuo in the vocations centre, together with a copy of the Acta of the 1997 congress.
 It was something akin to Hilkiah’s discovery of the book of the Law in the Temple (2 Chronicles, 34). Some months passed before I realised that In Verbo Tuo was more than just a document, but that it had taken flesh in the on-going regular meetings of vocations personnel in Europe. 




I. The Galilee Programme

I very quickly became aware than many of those who came to see me at the vocations centre were like Nicodemus who came to Jesus by night (Jn 3). They didn’t want anyone to know. They felt unable to discuss their vocational journey with their families or friends, for fear that they would be regarded as eccentrics or worse. When I went to my first EVS congress in Ljubljana in 1999, I had one particular preoccupation, namely how I could provide some kind of peer-group support or vocational sub-culture for young men who were considering priesthood. 

At the congress we usually have one session when we share experiences and insights in a relatively informal way. I had read Cardinal Martini’s intervention at the Rome congress, about how he gathered people together in the Progetto Samuele, to pray the Gospel with a specific focus on vocational discernment.
 I had given me an idea, but my idea was clarified and refined through our dialogue in Ljubljana. It became the Galilee Programme, which for five years now has been the principal means I have used to help young people to move from the general sense of being called, to the making of specific vocational decisions.

The Galilee programme is a service offered to any young person (male or female; 18-35 years of age) who wants to live the Gospel more fully, and to explore the specific implications of his or her personal vocation. It takes place once each month between October and April, and each session includes:

· Lectio Divina using the Sunday gospel

· a short presentation on a theme related to vocation, followed by discussion

· the celebration of the vigil mass 

· a light meal prepared by some members of the group

In the first few sessions the themes are general in nature (scripture; vocation; mission).  In the later sessions, the focus switches to the specific vocations of diocesan priesthood and religious or consecrated life. Celibacy is presented alongside Christian marriage and sexuality in the context of a weekend at a retreat centre in the mountains, with the participation of a married couple.

The Galilee Programme is designed to allow the participants to form a kind of faith-community, in which each person will be supported by the prayer and the friendship of the others in the process of discernment. Participants are asked to make a commitment to the whole programme. This helps to reinforce the idea that vocation is discerned and nourished in the community of the Church and not in isolation. It gives participants an opportunity to recognize that there are indeed many gifts given by the one Spirit, and many kinds of service, but always to the same Lord (1 Cor. 12: 4-5). Participants are offered the possibility of personal vocational accompaniment in parallel with their participation in the group. They are also encouraged to engage in some form of ministry or voluntary service.

The Galilee Programme has been quite fruitful. Approximately half of all our seminarians in Dublin in the past five years have come through the programme. Apart from the support that the programme offers to them in making their discernment, it has the added advantage that many of our seminarians already know one another before they arrive in the seminary. This makes the transition easier. Other participants have subsequently entered religious congregations, or made specific decisions to commit to various forms of lay apostolate. The programme has recently been adopted by at least one other diocese in Ireland.




II. A New National Structure

The structures of vocations ministry in Ireland have recently undergone some important changes. For many years, the diocesan vocations directors and vocations personnel of the male religious congregations worked within the same structure, while the women religious had a structure of their own. About ten years ago the diocesan vocations directors recognised the need for a specific structure of their own. A number of attempts were made to bring this about, but the project made little progress at that time.

The Ljubljana congress of 1999 re-affirmed the decision taken some years previously that there should be a national vocations service in each country, which would help the various dioceses and religious congregations to develop a coherent pastoral strategy for vocational ministry. My participation at Ljubljana helped me to recognise what could be achieved if we had a national structure for the promotion of diocesan priesthood, distinct from but working in close partnership with the male and female religious who have recently joined together in a common national structure to promote vocations to religious life.

I was asked by the Irish bishops to take responsibility for bringing the diocesan vocations directors together. In the first few years we only met for one full day each year. In each of the past two years we have held a three-day workshop, and clear objectives have been established for the future. More importantly, as vocations directors have come to know one another better, there is a growing awareness of the possibility of sharing resources and engaging together in common projects. We have developed resource materials at national level, including a web-site and a booklet dealing with the most frequently asked questions about diocesan priesthood. We co-operate with the religious vocations personnel in various projects, including the preparation and distribution of liturgical and pastoral resources for the annual World Day of Prayer for Vocations.

Ironically, it was our involvement in the European Vocations Service which brought us into regular contact with our colleagues in the National Vocations Service of England and Wales. Our common language facilitates the sharing of resources, and the sharing of expertise at national conferences and workshops. In drawing up a Guide to Best Practice for dealing with enquiries and applications for diocesan priesthood, the Irish Conference of Diocesan Vocations Directors made extensive use of work which had already been done by our colleagues in England and Wales. I have recently had the opportunity to present the Galilee Programme to the vocations directors of England and Wales. Some sharing of resources has also taken place with other European countries, but the diversity of language limits this to some extent.

For the first time in almost twenty years, the number of new diocesan seminarians in Ireland showed a significant increase in 2004. The numbers remain small, but there are signs of life and growth. There is no single cause for this development, but I am satisfied that the work which has been done by the European Vocations Service has played a part in the development of a more coherent approach to vocations ministry in Ireland. With God’s help this new beginning will continue to bear fruit in vocations to the priesthood and to consecrated life, as well as to other forms of service within the Church.

7.
Looking to the Future

The challenge facing EVS in the future is two-fold. In some countries vocations ministry is energetic but unstructured. In others it is structured, but needs to be better integrated in the Church’s ministry in order to be more fruitful. It may be possible, as envisaged by the  1997 continental congress, for EVS to make a more direct contribution to the formation of vocations personnel.
 It may also be possible in the future, to establish a bank of resources, where materials and ideas which have been tried successfully by vocations personnel in one country could be drawn upon and adapted by another. This would be a natural extension of the role of the annual congress, and might be facilitated through the internet. The multiplicity of languages and the wide diversity of cultural and ecclesial experience will always be both a difficulty and a source of enrichment.

The next congress of the EVS will take place in Banska Bistrica, Slovakia, from June 30th to July 3rd 2005. The congress will be devoted to the theme of vocational accompaniment, with particular reference to the specific vocations. 
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