PRIESTLY VOCATIONS IN MALTA. A PSYCHOSOCIAL ANALYSIS
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1. The Archdiocese of Malta – General Outline

The Maltese archipelago, situated about 90km south  of Sicily, is composed of 3 islands, Malta, Gozo and Comino. It covers an area of 246 square kilometres. The largest island, Malta is 27 km long and 14 km wide, and has a population of about 375,300. Gozo, has a population of around 22,000. Malta is an independent state since 1964, and a member of the EU since 2004. The official languages are Maltese and English. Malta and Gozo are two dioceses, each with its own seminary. Together they form the Maltese Ecclesiastical Province. The number of Catholics is officially around 366,000 and corresponds to about 95.6% of the population.

The Archdiocese of Malta is one of the oldest Sees in southern Europe. It goes back to the year 1090, with the Norman conquest, following a long period of Arab domination. The Normans (re)inserted Christianity, reorganised the ecclesiastical institutions and reinstated the Episcopal See (Bonnici,1967).

Traditionally, the island has always been blessed by an abundance of priests, even though their cultural and academic preparation was not always the ideal (Bonnici, 2003). The first Seminary in Malta was opened in 1703. Since 1858, all priests were to study either in the Seminary or in the Faculty of Theology of the University (Borg, 1982), while residing at the Seminary. Except for a brief 10 year old period, between 1978 and 1998, the situation today is, more or less, the same. Seminarians and religious study at the University of Malta, alongside  other students, and reside either at the Seminary or in their respective religious houses of formation.
2.
The Maltese Clergy: Descriptive Statistics

2.1  Total Clergy Distribution (Diocesan and Religious)

N=704 

	   Ages
	Population
	Percentage

	  25-60
	   341
	    49

	  61-75
	   220
	    31

	  76-94
	   143
	    20


Ratio of priests (<75 yrs) per population is 1:613.

2.2
Clergy Distribution by Age
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Std. Dev = 16.27  

Mean = 60.1

N = 704.00

Comments

For both groups, the mean age is 60. The number of priests below the age of 75 is 79% for the diocesan and 78% for the religious. For both the diocesan clergy and the religious clergy, slightly more than half of the priests’ population is over 60 years of age, 51% for the diocesan clergy and 52% for the religious clergy.
2.3  Diocesan Clergy Population

N=308
	   Ages
	Population
	Percentage

	  28-60
	   151
	    49

	  61-75
	    89
	    29

	  76-91
	    68
	    22


Ratio of diocesan priests <75 yrs) per population is 1:1433.

2.4
Religious Clergy (Including Residents & Extra Claustra)


N=396

	   Ages
	Population
	Percentage

	  25-60
	   190
	    48

	  61-75
	   131
	    33

	  76-94
	    75
	    19


Ratio of religious priests (<75 yrs) per population is 1:1072.

2.5 Diocesan & Religious Ordinations 


The current picture shows a symmetrical distribution between the diocesan and the religious clergy, both in terms of age, and in terms of frequencies of ordinations over these years (1950-2004). The religious clergy is slightly more numerous. 1974 was the year of the greatest number of ordinations (64). This, however, is a one time event, and has to be related also to an exceptional sharp rise in the male birth rate 26 years earlier in 1948 (+33,208), after which, there was a slight decline in population followed by a sharp decrease in ordinations. For the past 10 years ordinations (diocesan and religious) have stabilised at an average of 7 per year. 

Diocesan & Religious Ordinations (1950-2004)
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2.6
Diocesan Seminary Intake-Ordinations (1994-2004)

 
Average intake for the diocesan clergy is 5 per year; average seminary student population is 29; while average ordinations are at 4 per year. 

________________________________________________________


Year

Freshmen

Students

Ordained

________________________________________________________

   1995-96
   5


   32 
         3

   1996-97        4              36              9

   1997-98        4              29              3

   1998-99
   3              29              6

   1999-00        3              24              2

   2000-01        5              26              4

   2001-02        5              27              5

   2002-03        5              27              5

   2003-04        7              29              2

   2004-05        9              34              -

3.
Vocation Guidance and Admission into the Seminary


The Vocational Guidance Centre is a long standing ministry of the Archdiocese of Malta. Its premises are situated within the Archbishop’s Seminary. Talks for secondary school students and in parishes, and live-ins at the seminary, are some of its many activities. The Centre enjoys the moral, spiritual and financial backing of a lay association, called OVE (Opera Vocazioni Ecclesiastiche).

After that prospective candidates have been personally followed, they are presented to the Seminary. On applying, a screening process is initiated. This consists of interviews conducted by a number of priests, and the gathering of other information. A compulsory part of the screening is the psychological assessment which is usually done by a priest psychologist.

Following this step, the selected candidates embark on a six month propaedeutic period at the seminary. Normally, only those candidates who have obtained the entry requirements (grades) for the University are accepted. Candidates who are employed, or are involved in some other activity, may be allowed to continue with their activity while residing at the seminary.
4.
Background Information of Candidates to the Priesthood

The following section is based on the data collected from candidates, both diocesan and religious, who have been presented for a psychological evaluation prior to their admission into the seminary or the religious life. A total of 62 cases, over a period of 9 years (1996-2004), were analyzed (Seminarians, N=45, Religious N=17)
. This analysis represents only those candidates who were eventually accepted. From the demographic information available one could make the following observations.

The years 2001-2003 have been the most prolific in terms of number of candidates presented for psychological evaluation (N=34, 55%).As far the average age is concerned, the age bracket between 18-20 years, has been the most frequent (N=34, 55%).

An important element, perhaps contrary to expectations, is that only 34% of the candidates had previously served as altar boys. On the other hand, what appears as an important contributor to religious vocations are the Religious Schools. Those coming from such a background correspond to 69% of the total cases. These are followed by those who attended Government Schools with 29%. The Private Schools come last with 2%.

Another seemingly important spawning ground for vocations in Malta, are the traditional religious associations. First and foremost is the Society for Christian Doctrine (MUSEUM). In fact, 44% of the candidates came from this society.  Another 23% came from other associations, such as the Catholic Action, the Legion of Mary, etc. The remaining 33% of applicants did not attend any of these.

When it comes to the New Religious Movements, these do not seem to be as popular as the traditional ones amongst applicants. In fact, 34% reported being members of such movements. Those specifically mentioned were, the Charismatic Movement with 11% of candidates, followed by the Neo-Catechumenal Movement with 5%. The remaining 18% reported being members of one of the many diverse groups. 

This last aspect calls for further monitoring, particularly in the light of recent reports by the National Statistics Office which show an increase of 2.5% in 2003, compared to the previous year, in the number of young people joining youth organisations. The greatest percentage of members of youth organisations were in the age bracket between 15 and 19 years of age (21%). Together with the 5-9 year old age bracket, these two groups appear to be the most interested in such organisations. They actually amount to 44% and 40% of the total population of youth organisations respectively.

Worth noting, furthermore, is that most youth organisation activities in Malta are dominated by religious events, with a share of 21%. One has to see how these resources can be tapped in view of potential spawning grounds for vocations. 

As far as the interests of these candidates are concerned, more than half reported not being involved or interested in any sports activities (56%). What interests these candidates in their free time are: reading (26%), music (23%), and the computer (12%). The remaining 39% showed a variety of interests, which included also specific outdoor activities. 

Looking closer at the family backgrounds, it is worth noting that, except for one case, these come from non separated parents. The average age of their parents on admission was 41-52 for the fathers, and 40–60 for the mothers. Most mothers were housewives (74%), followed by another 15% who came from a professional background, such as teachers or pharmacists. A group of 8% of mothers came from a clerical/supervisory background.


As far as the father’s occupation is concerned, which denotes also the family socio-economic status, 37% of these were skilled manual workers or foremen. These were followed by 21% from the clerical/supervisory category or skilled workers. The remaining groups were equally distributed on the two ends of the socioeconomic spectrum, with 16% coming from the managerial/ administrative class, and another 16%, coming from the unskilled/ labourer working class population.

The family size also seems to be a very important factor in the demography of vocations in Malta. If one were to exclude the only one case with 11 children, the average family size is that of 3 children. This corresponds to an overall shrinking of the family size, despite the overall increase in the general population (19%) over the past 40 years or so. In 1967 population was 314,418. The current Maltese population, in 2004, stands at 397,296. However, when taking the figures of the last two population census, years 1995 and 2002, one could see a stabilisation both in the number of births (3849, 3927 respectively) as well as in the number of youths in the 20-24 year old bracket (29,160 and 30,050 respectively). The number of males was seen to be almost the same (15,029 and 15,394 respectively). Projections for the future for this age bracket (year 2020) are for a decrease, from 7.6% of the total population down to 5.8%. This could also affect the number of future vocations.

An interesting feature that emerges from this data is that more than half of these candidates (52%) were first born in their family, followed by another 34% who were second born. This calls for a further study as to what extent does this predispose towards vocation.

5.
Typical Profile of the Maltese Candidate to the Priesthood 
Based on the data from the NEO PI-R (Costa & McCrae, 1992b), it is possible attempt at a typical profile of the Maltese candidate entering the seminary or religious life. The so–called “Five-Factor Model” is an attempt to simplify the vast collection of available data about the affective behaviour of individuals. This test was designed as a measure of “normal personality traits”. 
The test is based on 5 domain scales, Neuroticism (N), Extraversion (E), Openness (O), Agreeableness (A) and Conscientiousness(C). Each domain has a set of 6 subscales which provide more detailed information.

The aggregate results of the 62 cases of seminarians and religious show a pattern characterised by average to low scores on Neuroticism (N), and higher scores on Agreeableness (A) and Conscientiousness(C). The other remaining domains show average scores.

Neuroticism (N), indicates a general tendency to experience negative affects such as fear, sadness, embarrassment, anger, guilt, and disgust. Men and women high in N are also prone to have irrational ideas, to be less able to control their impulses, and to cope more poorly than others with stress. 

A common feature among the seminarians/religious cohort is that while their scores on this scale are generally within average, they scored even lower on two subscales, Angry Hostility 
and Impulsiveness
. The former is as a sign of an easygoing attitude and slowness to anger. The latter is understood as an indication of good impulse control and high frustration tolerance.

Extraversion (E) refers to the quantity and intensity of preferred interpersonal interactions, activity level, need for stimulation, and capacity for joy. High E identifies individuals who tend to be sociable, active, talkative, person oriented, optimistic, fun loving, and affectionate.

Seminarians and religious had average scores on all facets, except for one, E5, which is Excitement-Seeking
. Low scorers on this subscale shows people with little need for thrills and who prefer a life that high scorers might find boring.

Openness to Experience (O) refers to the active seeking and appreciation of experiences for their own sake. High O identifies individuals who are curious, imaginative, and willing to entertain novel ideas and unconventional ideas. 

Within this factor, the seminarians-religious group scored average scores on all subscales, except for O6, which is openness to Values
, on which they scored lower than average. A high score on this item is indicative of a disposition to re-examine social, political, and religious values. On the contrary, a low score is indicative of closed individuals who tend to accept authority and to honour tradition. As a consequence, such individuals tend to be generally conservative, regardless of political party affiliation. Carried to its extreme, not being open to Values may be considered as a sign of dogmatism.

Agreeableness (A) refers to the kinds of interaction an individual prefers along a continuum from compassion to antagonism. High A identifies individuals who tend to be soft hearted, good natured, trusting, helpful, forgiving, and altruistic. The agreeable person is fundamentally and eager to help.

 The seminarians-religious group obtained average to high scores on most subscales of this factor. This group however, scored high on Altruism
, on Tender-Mindedness
, and on Compliance
. 

High scorers on the Altruism scale have an active concern for others’ welfare as shown in generosity, consideration of others, and a willingness to assist others in need of help. The Tender-Mindedness scale measures attitudes of sympathy and concern for others. High scorers are moved by others’ needs and emphasize the human side of social policies. Compliance concerns characteristic reactions to interpersonal conflict. The high scorer tends to defer to others, to inhibit aggression, and to forgive and forget. Compliant people are meek and mild. 

Conscientiousness (C) assesses the degree of organization, persistence, control, and motivation in goal-directed behaviour. High C identifies individuals who tend to be organized, reliable, hard-working, self-directed, punctual, scrupulous, ambitious, and persevering. The scales on this factor are indicative of traits such as self-control, planning and organisation. Such people are purposeful, strong willed and determined. On the positive side, high C is associated with academic and occupational achievement. On the negative side, it may lead to annoying fastidiousness, compulsive neatness, or workaholic behaviour. Carried to an extreme, such tendencies might contribute to rigidity and to a Compulsive Personality Disorder.

The seminarians-religious group scored high on this factor
. The highest scores on all this subscales were observed among the Adult group of seminarians and religious. Amongst the College age group, the highest score was obtained on the Deliberation scale (C6). The latter shows a tendency to think carefully before acting. High scorers on this scale are cautious and deliberate. It could be the case that the latter are still grappling with important decisions, not excluding the vocational one, more so than their older colleagues.

6.
Contrast with the typical Maltese Psychology Student

The next stage of this study was to compare these results with those from another group of students, of similar age and culture, studying at the same University, composed of both genders, and using the same test. This group composed of an equal number of students (N=62, 52 Females, 11 Males), was chosen from a total of 207, after a stratified sampling procedure was applied, following a progressive ranking of cases according to year, alphabetical order, and gender.
The research question, based on this test was, whether these two groups differ or not from each other. In order to answer this question a statistical procedure meant to measure the equality of means (t-Test), was applied. Table 1 shows the results of this comparison according to the Five Factors, NEOAC.

The results show that there are significant differences(p < .01) between these groups on mainly 3 factors O, A, and C, the highest difference being on O. This is followed by E (p < .05). The negative Mean Difference scores shows that the seminarians-religious group scored lower than the other group on the E and O Factors, whereas, the positive Mean Difference scores shows that they scored higher than the other group on the other two Factors of A and C.

Table 1.

Independent Samples Test: Sem-Rel; Psych Students (M,F)

_________________________________________________________



         SEM-RELIG

  PSYCH

   T-



           N=62

  

 N=62         Value 
             __________
     __________     ______ NEO SCALES        M       SD       M       SD     df=122

​​​​​​​​​​​​_________________________________________________________

NEUROTICISM     76.31   21.90
   82.08
  20.43   -1.52

EXTRAVERSION  116.92   15.91
  123.23
  15.65   -2.23

OPENNESS     
108.45   15.59   132.94    16.64  -24.48**

AGREEABLENESS  134.23   14.14   123.79    15.63   10.44**

CONSCIENT.     131.50   18.82   120.06    17.47   11.44**

_________________________________________________________



     **P < .01, two-tailed

To provide more detailed information as to where the specific differences between the two groups lie, as well as to be able to come to a better interpretation of the differences, a further t-test was administered on all the subscales related to these 3 factors of O, A, and C. 

For Factor O, the highest scores were on the subscales of Values, (t= -9.90), and Feelings, (t= -7.02) As to the former, the difference is due both to the fact that the Psychology group scored higher than average, and seminarians-religious scored lower than average.

As already commented, this scale could be seen as indicative of a cultural gap between the two cohorts particularly as regards openness to change. As to the latter, the seminary students seem to be less receptive to their own inner feelings and emotions. Compared to the other group, they are also less open to Fantasy, (t= -3.80), understood as an important element of creativity, and similarly. They are less aesthetically minded, as shown in Aesthetics, (t= -3.24), indicating a lower appreciation for art, beauty, poetry and music.

This greater disposition to change amongst the Psychology group is further confirmed by their higher scores on Actions, (t= -3.21). This subscale assesses the willingness to try different activities, preferring novelty and variety to familiarity and routine. Over time, these may engage in a series of different hobbies.

Linked to this, is the subscale Excitement-Seeking.  A higher score amongst the psychology students is perhaps a predictable one, as high scorers on this scale crave for excitement and stimulation,(t= -4.57). These like bright colours and noisy environments. In this regard, seminarians and religious seem to be more contained.

A similar case could be with Positive Emotions, (t= -2.74). This facet assesses the tendency to experience joy, happiness, love and excitement. High scorers laugh easily and often. They are cheerful and optimistic.

It appears that when it comes to interpersonal intimacy psychology students tend to be more affectionate and friendly than the seminarians and religious. This can be seen from the slightly bigger difference observed on the facet of Warmth (t= -2.17).  They also tend to form more easily close attachments to others.

Turning to the other Factors A and C, where the seminarians-religious scored higher than the psychology group, one sees that the major difference is on Compliance, (t= 4.49). Seminarians-Religious also scored higher than the Psychology group on Tender-Mindedness, (t= 4.01), though the latter’s scores are within average.

Finally, as to the Conscientiousness Factor, differences are in favour of the Seminarians-Religious group on all the factors. However, apart from the fact that these differences are significant, it is equally relevant to note that scores of both cohorts were high on all subscales, Deliberation, (t= 3.76) Order, (t= 3.35) Dutifulness, (t= 3.23) and Self-discipline, (t= 2.01). This makes the difference even more relevant,
7.
The Shape of the Future Maltese Priest


The emergent profile of the typical Maltese candidate for the priesthood could, on the whole, be considered as a positive one. As regards the psychological suitability of these candidates, not only do these show a lack of negative factors, such as indicated by the N scales, but they possess other qualities which are consistent with the expectations of ministry. Amongst such qualities, one should highlight a strong sense of altruism and tender-mindedness. They also come strong in motivation, dedication, self-discipline and sense of duty, as evidenced by the high scores on C. 

On the other hand, this profile also shows a number of growing edges and trends that the youngest generation entering the priesthood today could be contributing towards the shaping of the future local priest if they remain unchallenged. This also poses some reflection for their formation work.

Taking into consideration, for instance, the two strongest Factors, Agreeableness and Conscientiousness, while certainly no one can deny their importance for ministry, at the same time, too much emphasis on these could prove to be more of a liability. Being an agreeable person is indeed an important quality, both in ministry and in life in general. It can also make one popular. However, to be ready to fight for one’s own interests, or even more for those of others, is equally important. This could be a sign of both altruism and assertiveness. In the Judeo-Christian tradition one could perhaps refer to this quality as that prophetic element in ministry. In the cases in question, such high scores could be could perhaps be interpreted more as a sign of passivity, compliance, and lack of interest, or courage in criticising authority and the institution, if necessary.

This attitude should also be seen in connection with another feature shown by the seminarians-religious group, which is lack of openness to change. Combined together, these two factors could be interpreted as indicative of a generation of seminarians and religious, who while on the one hand, show to be trusting; mild and meek; tender-minded and altruistic, on the other hand, they are might not be particularly open to change and quite attached to tradition.

The same ambivalent interpretation could be given to the high scores on C. While a degree of organization and control is needed in keeping strong one’s motivation and in goal-directed behaviour, too much emphasis on these may lead to rigidity, annoying compulsive neatness, and workaholic behaviour. This is even more risky when one considers that this could be done to the detriment of the affective side, as seen in their lower scores on fantasy, positive emotions, sociability and excitement seeking. This factor, perhaps more than others, shows the need for more consideration of the affective maturity of future priests, and for suggesting a life more open to other interests and activities, apart from, or maybe, as part of ministry.
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Diocesan & Religious Ordinations (1950-2004)
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� Although psychological assessments have been conducted for more than 20 years, this period has been  chosen, particularly because a new psychological test , the NEO PI-R was adopted since1996.


� Two scores referring to two separate sets will be quoted , one for  (A) Adult Norms (20 years of age and above, N=38) and  (C) College Age Students (17 -19yrs, N=24)


� N2 (Angry Hostility), A Score=10.0, (M=10-15); C Score=11.8, M=14-19)	


� N5 (Impulsiveness) A Score=14.8,( M=15-20); C Score=13.2, M=16-19)


� E5 (Excitement-Seeking),  A Score=14.8, M=15-20; C Score=17.8, M=20-24


� O6 (Values), A Score= 17.5, M=19-23; C Score=18.0, M=19-22


� A3 (Altruism), A Score=25.6, M=21-25; C Score=24.3, M=20-24.


� A6 (Tender-Mindedness), A Score=24.3, M=18-22; C Score=23.2, M=17-20


� A4 (Compliance), A Score=21.2, M=17-20; C Score=19.8, M=14-19


� C1 (Competence), A Score=22.1, M=18-20;  C2 (Order), A Score=19.3, M=13-17; C3 (Dutifulness), A Score=24.7, M=18-21;  C4 (Achievement Striving), A Score=20.3, M=13-17;  C5 (Self-Discipline), A Score=22.5, M=16-19; C6 (Deliberation), A Score=22.7, M=12-15; C Score=22.8, M=14-19.
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