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Introduction

We do not doubt that vocation to the Priesthood is of divine origin. Vocation may truly be a gift of God to his faithful people as part of their salvific journey. The Call primarily comes from God and an individual responds. The generosity of the Father in heaven to call individual towards sacerdotal and religious life is tied up to his beautiful dream of salvation for all.

Yet the reality of a call being heeded and brought to fruition and permanence is a complex affair. As God certainly respects the freedom of persons – no matter how they use that freedom, he similarly incarnates the evolution of a call amidst secular and temporal realities. This is so that “as gold and silver is purified in fire”; the preciousness of each vocation may be incarnate in the world of human beings.

The goal of this paper is to paint a picture of the reality of priestly vocation in the Philippines in the light of external qualifiers and modifiers embodied by Cultural and Sociological Characteristics that affect – positively and negatively – the growth of sacerdotal vocation.    


This is not an exhaustive study but an attempt to paint a living picture of the state of vocation in our land and bring a picture worthy of deeper realization that in turn will create more effective actions.


Most of the materials used in this paper were gathered from the office of the Directors of Vocation of the Philippines (DVP), situated at the San Carlos Archdiocesan Seminary in Guadalupe, Makati, Metro Manila during the summer months of 2004.

I. Situational Analysis

The 2nd Plenary Council of the Philippines (PCP-2) employed the terminology lights and shadows of the Philippine Church” in order to illustrate the reality of the 400 year old faith of the Filipinos. “Lights” represent the positive and optimistic qualities of the church while “shadows” stands the dangerous, negative and down right evil realities besieging the experience of faith by Filipino Catholics.

Indeed, the Philippine Church is going through a chequered experience as it faces the evolving world of Philippine Society and the world events at large. By looking at the realities that the Church has to face, we situate the reality of vocation in the proper external fora. 

By this, we deduce the possible realignment needed so that a deeper experience of faith and vocation – which goes hand in hand – may be attained and preserved for the greater benefit of the faithful. 

We specifically present the following realities as existent in the Philippine Church and affect the living out of the faith: 

a. Pretty pictures can also be dangerous pictures – the State of the Philippine Church

   Foreigners admire the brilliant and often elaborate colours of Philippine Popular Religious Rites and practices. The huge concourse of people and their traditional costumes; the colourful images and processional floats; the immensity of church buildings and the visible elegance of worship; plus the great number of persons who request the application of sacraments and sacramentals – especially Marriage, Baptism and Funerals (KBL as Kasal, Binyag, Libing) – these beautiful indicators paint a beautiful picture that all is well in the Philippine Church. It is a beautiful picture and also a dangerous and deceptive one.

b. The challenge of impermanence – the shifting sands around established advantages and institutions

   The more pressing realities are the impermanent ones since the Philippines and the whole world is in rapid flux. Together with the continuity of Popular Religiosity is the upsurge of secularisation and Liberal values. The frequency of the more popular sacraments and sacramentals – “KBL” as mentioned above – as institutions of the “rites of passage” goes hand in hand with the shift of values and the resurgence of superstition and animism as ways of coping with economic hardships.

c. A trend towards Secularisation and the emphasis on the rights of individuals

   The advent of technological and global culture since the decade of the 1960’s have inaugurated the development of secular values and emphasis on individual rights and freedoms rather than on duties and communal identification. By the migration towards the urban areas and later to other countries, the individual gradually is oriented towards a competitive and result-oriented lifestyle born of a fast faced temporal and material conception of life geared towards self-fulfilment. Connected with this reality is the proliferation of Media in both urgent issues and the light world of entertainment.

d. The family front – collection of persons or collection of realizations?

   Together with the pressures of modern life and the emphasis on personal freedom and fulfilment is the vexing question on ones conception of what a family is – a mere collection of persons? Or is a family a summation of experiences and realizations within an intimate group? This concept of family is very fundamental in the question of vocational reality and its appropriate care. Similar issues like the union of couples outside the sacraments, same-sex unions and the reality of single parents are also connected. 

e. Catholic Educational Institutions before life issues and decisions

   While Catholic Schools, Colleges and Universities in the country continue to hold a high degree of prestige and competence, their evangelisation work among their students and constituents in forming the appropriate Christian Values and Priorities does not fructify into vocation generation. Many students do not realize the attractiveness or the viability of a religious vocation. Neither do the efforts equal the effect of a materialistic economic culture encountered by their graduates after graduation. So a harvest of vocations is not an automatic result in the proliferation of church schools. Most of those who applied and were accepted into the seminaries came from public and non-sectarian schools.

f. Population Issues and Catholic Predominance

   While Philippine family size is still within tolerable levels, the contraceptive mentality and the notion of economic productivity that goes with it is gradually altering whatever spiritual view of life there is and promoting a hedonistic and proximate satisfaction mindset. Thus the nurturing of deeper values and God-centred decisions are being undermined by economic and psychological considerations. 

g. Ways of being church and the need for sacerdotal vocations

   The growth of many forms of church interrelation is a big boost to the potential to experience a vocation boom. The following ways of being church are observed as follow: 

1. The upsurge in the number and membership covenant communities.

2. The attractiveness of retreats and recollections

3. Growth in the youth apostolate

4. Lay organizations like PREX (parish renewal experience), Cursillo and other devotional groups

5. BECs (basic ecclesial communities) and other manifestations of socially relevant Catholicism

6. Business and professional groups with spiritual orientations

7. Work of the Church among the Urban Poor and other marginalized sectors.

8. Chaplaincies in various forms augment contact with priests and religious

9. Evolution of schools as pastoral centres for the communities around them

10. Political Protests as manifestation of social concern of being church 

h. Is it attractive to remain a Catholic in the Philippines?

   The final question to conclude this section is to pose the following fundamental question to the majority of Filipinos. It is fundamental because it will determine the viability and continuity of any effort to develop priestly vocation – is it attractive to remain a Catholic in the Philippines?
   For many modern minds, importance of anything is gradually traced and rooted in attractiveness. To be convinced that Catholicism in the Philippines is attractive and worth preserving is the ultimate question to be asked in whatever efforts at evangelisation – vocation promotion included. 

A. Some Statistics on Vocation

   From 1985 to 1995:

a. An increase in the number of Seminaries from 61 to 114.

b. An increase in the number of Seminarians from 5,716 to 7,360.

c. An increase in the number of Diocesan Priests from 3,158 to 4,529 in 1996. (An increase of 15.32%).

d. An increase of Religious Priests from 2,103 to 2,125. (An Increase of 8.25%)

e. Increase in total Catholic Population from 45,455,422 to 57,027, 474.

f. Increase in the ratio from 8,444 to 1 [priest] to 8,570 to 1.

g. Rise in total population from 53,972,323 Filipinos to 69,105,798.

B.  Culture Continually Evolving

   Yet, the abovementioned realities are not just permanent conditions but are pictures of a culture continually evolving. This evolution during the past 4 decades (1960’s to the present) gradually transformed the way Filipinos and Catholics relate among themselves. Among the observed social movements of this nature are:

a. Culture not only as a past but also what we have accepted as our own

   The writer Nick Joaquin mentioned in his latest book “Culture and History” that culture is not only our past but also what we have accepted as our own. This notion of culture is dynamic, porous, evolving with changing times and totally removed from faith, principles, and philosophy. This notion of culture is in operation in the Philippines today. People learn to adjust and face shifting reality without much thought about eternal truths. “We have to be practical” is a mindset for most Filipinos in the face of grave economic, social and moral crises.

b. A Damaged Culture in an increasing globalized society

   Jaime Cardinal Sin, Archbishop Emeritus of Manila, mentioned that the Philippines have a damaged culture. His Eminence was referring to a body of realities connected with Politics, Sociology and Economics that is gradually transforming our national way of life towards the negative and the substandard.

   Yet very few realize the urgent radicality of the pronouncement of the good Cardinal due to a variety of factors that cloud deep realizations. Alas, “Sayaw Kikay” (Dance Kikay) and the telenovelas are entertaining too many Filipinos for them to recognize a shift in their way of life.

c. An evolving sense of being a Catholic in the Philippines

   For many committed Filipino Catholics, there is a realization of the shifting manifestation of their faith. Not only do they affiliate with new grassroots faith communities but also in the diversification of activities among the traditional organizations and apostolates. Adoracion Nocturna Filipina members engage in regular bible study. Parish Youth Organizations man the Block Rosary activities. CWL (catholic women league) and DMI (daughters of Mary Immaculate) engage in NAMFREL (national movement for free election) work and free clinic projects. Emerging Ministries like Ecology, Ecumenism, Gay Counselling, Political Action Groups and the like are entering the purview of the Catholic Laity.  

d. Church and Politics as a Philippine Reality

   The resurgence of the issue of the moral right to govern vis-à-vis the political reality of the nation brings the church into a non-traditional activity with grave implications and felt results. The issue of corruption in government (especially the military), the issue of the consequences of migration and globalisation, the issue of population control, the issue of charter change and political dynasties, the issue of gambling and drugs, the challenge of an impoverished economy ultimately brought the Church as a political force – to the uneasiness of more conservative sectors viewing the shifting reality. All these have resonance in vocational work. 

e. Necessity and Opportunity as 2 faces of a single coin

   Upon the retirement of Jaime Cardinal Sin as Archbishop of Manila, there was a comment that Cardinal Sin left behind a highly politically involved church community. Yet in can be argued that the Church was the only viable social institution in which the nation can place its confidence. So necessity and opportunity to present a new image of Christian Witness became of contemporary Christian Culture. 

f. The Church as a social factor and institution of positive change

   With Archbishop Gaudencio B. Rosales of Manila project “Pondo ng Pinoy”, (Filipino Fund) the local church is again presenting itself as a force for social renewal. In trying to alleviate economic poverty and lack of opportunity for the marginalized, the Church is trying to fill in a gap not addressed by the political and economic authorities. With the parallel catechesis connected with the orientation of the “Pondo”(fund) project, the Good News of Jesus is being presented in a different way. 

g. The emergence of covenant communities and novel pastoral approaches

   It has been said that the group “Couples for Christ” constitute one of the few exports of the country to the United States and the rest of the World. The emergence of covenant communities represents a small spring of hope that the waters of the spirit will re-vivify the arid landscape of secularised cultures. Similar groups like El Shaddai, Shalom, Elim, Family Rosary Crusade, BLD (bukas loob sa Diyos), Divine Mercy Apostolate, Alliance of Two Hearts, the Church is extending its presence where the traditional parish cannot make its presence felt.


These shifting pictures of the Philippine Church are pictures of our present day. They embody the effort to be present in the battle between a culture of death and a culture of life. They will have their effect on how people see themselves as believers and so affect the discernment and fruition of vocation to the priestly and religious life. As the laity discovers its vocation, sacerdotal vocations are the next to bloom and prosper. Once again, we re-assert ourselves as a People of Hope.

II. Cultural Aspects:

A. Helpful Cultural Characteristics

a. An existing strong identification with the Family

   Despite a high dose of individualism, the Filipino is still much rooted in a family. This sense of connectedness is helpful in vocational development because it concerns loyalty, responsibility, communality, and respect for traditions and need to be rooted in something permanent. These values are of primary importance to the priestly calling.

b. A serious view of the value of education, importance of personal peace and genuine achievement

   These qualities represent a deeper view of life and its purpose. Vocation is also connected with the reflection of the deeper views of life and sees God as the ultimate peace and achievement to be desired by any person.

c. A resurgent interest in the issue of values

   When people question the propriety of things, a sense of value is recognized. When Filipinos question the painful realities of their nation, God is actually talking and calling them to face it. True vocation is not escapist. The Church lives in the current of daily problems and responses.

d. A strong personal notion that present Philippine Society has to be reformed

   Outrage is the mother of action. By seeing the Philippine Crises in the light of moral decline, a person is confronted to offer a moral response by means of self- donation. When outrage becomes spiritual, it sees God as someone who calls for redress like the Prophet Hosea.

e. A sense of belief that the Church is still venerable and can still be trusted

   The Church as a venerable institution in Philippine Society – despite the scandals abroad and at home – is a reality that can spur identification and loyalty. Vocation is truly a fruit when people experience the joy and the glory of being a Church. If young boys have ideal priests and icons, society has ideal institutions.

f. Civic and Social Pride of having a priest in the family

   Despite our very secular lifestyle, very few Filipino Families would say they would hate having a priest or nun in their family. Some gauge family reputations by saying, “may anak o tiyuhin o kapatid o apo na pari sa kanila. Siguro matinong angkan.” (they have an uncle or a brother or grandson who is a priest, therefore  family is bright and all knowing).

g. A sense of “Awa,” (mercy) “Habag” (pity) and “Pakikiramay” (sense of oneness) to the unfortunate

   Even in the current selfishness of the Filipino, there is still a strong feeling of sympathy for the unfortunate. A true vocation does not look at ones own promotion and career development; it is always for the others and with others. Many people will say “Pag wala nang habag o awa ang isang tao, hindi na siya tao.”(if he has no compassion or mercy, he is no longer a man). Maybe a reflection on the dire conditions of our citizens can concretise the actual call of God towards the priestly life by becoming a “man for others” – as the Jesuits formulate it.

h. The lure of positive cosmopolitan experience

   Priesthood is an experience of culture and cosmopolitan life. As a spiritual leader of the people, priests are objects of the finer things in life. As a Filipino desire the refinements of culture and urbanity, a purified sense of true culture can lead one to Christ and his church. After all, true Culture is being truly human and spiritual and true cosmopolitan personality is to be “a man for others” – away from any shallow rewards end egoistic mindset. 

i. A strong belief and appreciation of the act of blessing and of being “blessed”

   Many Filipinos still believe that blessings of houses, offices, stores, cars and persons are roots and doors to a better life. While it may sound like animism and jackpot mentality, its purification can lead one to Christ. We even hear people say “Mapalad kayo dahil may anak kayong pari!” (you are blessed because you have a son or brother who is  a priest).

j. A continuing notion that priests as being more educated, socially responsible and personally trustworthy. 

   Filipinos, in the majority, still believe in the positive attributes of the Catholic Priesthood. When Families understand their role in building up vocations in their members, we may expect a development not only in the quantity of priests ordained but also in their quality of person and vision.

B. Harmful Cultural Characteristics

We now look at the negative reality of the vocational picture. We present the following realities as detrimental in a person’s realization of his vocation brought about by his personal culture. 

a. Low sense of personal mission in life

   Many people have an “ala-suerte” (being lucky) view of life. The “Bahala na” (come what may attitude) attitude is a reason for the national decline. It is also a reason for a non-appreciation of divine vocation. This is aggravated by “tamad mag-aral ang mga lalaki”  (men are lazy to study) “pabayaan mo na yan at lalake naman iyan” (let him be on his way anyway he is a man), “suwerte-suwerte lang ang buhay” (life is being lucky) attitudes.

b. Parental Intervention in the choice of children’s occupation and carrer

   Parents have a strong say in what their children will study in college. Usually they are governed by material consideration. “Wag kang mag-aral niyan at mahina ang kita diyan. Baka hindi makabuhay ng pamilya.” (Don’t take that college course, it is low paying job). These are some of the dialogues often heard. “Wag kang mag-pari at unico hijo ka; o pogi ka; o matalino ka.” (You are only child or only son or you are handsome or intelligent, you should not become a priest).

c. Decline in the quality of critical thinking and realistic notion of education

   When people are minimalist in their stance in life, critical thinking dies. Vocation discernment is a serious appraisal of one’s vision in life and a critic of the life of society in relation with the Mission of the Saviour. “Pag-bumabaw na ang pag-iisip at values ng Pilipino, bababaw din ang kanyang Sense of Vocation.” He will no longer ask “Saan ba ako tinatawag ng Diyos?” (When Filipino youth are no longer reflective, they will think less of vocation. He will no longer ask ‘where does God is calling me?) Everything is a career and not a calling. Profit is not just money but also to gain Eternal Life.  

d. A wakening notion of true love and mature relationship

   The kind of love known by Filipinos is fast being depreciated by contrary western values. How can one see vocation as a response to Divine Love when one only knows erotic love? Short-term relationship? A giving of self rather than receiving?

e. Weak line of resistance to the acceptance to wrong contemporary realities like divorce, infidelity, drugs and cheating in all forms

   A weak line of resistance does not create a principled mindset and deep stable personality. The effects of weakening of the Will would prevent a personality that will refuse the heroic living out of the Gospel ideals whether as lay person or as a priest. A culture of accommodation is not open to counter witness needed in the gospel living out despite opposition.  

f. A materialistic dream and notion of success in life

   An experience of deprivation in emotional and material things can propel a person to excessive striving to fill in the gap. The eternal battle between Spirit and Matter goes on in the soul of every person. The deep rewards of a spiritual life are ignored because of temporal concerns like: “My family needs me to provide for them.” I cannot become a priest because I am very much attracted to opposite sex.” “I want a beautiful house and car.” “If I will become a priest, it has to be in the United States.” “I don’t want to live and work in a poor parish”.

g. Escapism as an aversion to face painful and problematic situations

   Escapism is a palliative for painful realities. Yet a vocation is to face a reality – accepting a challenge whatever it is. With such a serious view of vocation, a young person may find it hard to say goodbye to his “barkada,” (peer group) his small enjoyments and perks – even the justified ones for an extreme of liberty and enjoyment that are expressions of escapism.

C. Harnessing an Evolving Culture


Culture is not static and permanent. They can be re-directed and open to personal assertion of vision. In viewing the cultural aspect of vocation, we arrive at the following observations:

a. Cultural characteristics of persons and families can be both a blessing and a bane – each can be harnessed or abused.

   A Catholic Family Culture – in the traditional Filipino sense – is not a sure font of deeper catholic commitment. “Saradong Katoliko” (closed minded Catholics) can also be a liability in moral terms. After all, good Filipino Families also gave birth to scoundrels in public life.

b. Personal Cultural Characteristics holds much promise and risk.

   A person’s decision is equally an opening and a hedging of fate. More important is their active formation and re-direction. God do touch our sensitive values and continues to ask for a reply and a step towards God and others.

c. Familial Cultural Characteristics as a blend of both traditional and evolving qualities.

   New ways of being a family that will form the consciousness of the upcoming generation is a must. Filipinos still need their families but are still too traditional in stance – a view that could work against his deep-seated needs.  

d. The Neighbourhood Culture – in a state of stagnancy and opportunity.

   A neighbour who does not know each other and are indifferent to each other’s needs. Neighbourhoods that are roots of drug addiction and corrupt ward politics. Neighbourhoods of dysfunctional families. These are some of the realities of stagnancy in Philippine Social Life. These are modifiers of vocation and church life.

   Yet, looking at the sadness and dangers, they can be seen as opportunities for change. Dreams and Threats can push people towards a goal. Even vocations work that way. After all, the call of Jeremiah and Elijah came during periods of national and social decline. God calls in both opportunity and need.

III. SOCIOLOGICAL ASPECTS:

A. Society in a Flux

We now proceed to the sociological consideration of the reality of vocation. We see the following realities as operational in the Philippines and, as such, are true factors in the cultivation of the Faith and church life in the nation. We see the following realities of a nation in a process of flux: 

a. The impact of poverty on the religious and moral values of the family

   A sub-standard lifestyle would truly create friction and deviation even in a highly motivated family. The thrust for survival is a basic instinct of the human person. 

b. The apparently increasing pace of value change among the below-30 years old category

   The Philippines is a very young nation; not only in terms of national consciousness but also in its composition. By the shifting values of the below – 30 years old age group, we predict a big change in the perception of the purpose of life in the next generation.

c. The impact of mass media and technology on religious and moral values

   300 years under Spain and 50 years under the United States is often mentioned as “300 years in a monastery and 50 years in Hollywood”. The impact of mass media and technology continues to feed the Hollywood view of life in the Filipino psyche. Since 1946 when we became a republic, we are continually becoming an audio and video race with no effort at national synthesis and personal analysis. 

d. The Migratory trend of economic life and its social effect

   Like many nations today, migration is an outcome of national poverty and lack of opportunity back home. Italy holds the biggest Filipino community in the entire Europe. Following this social phenomenon is the reality of psychological alteration, dysfunctional families and new motivations regarding work and faith.

e. Institutional Politics in a terminal phase: The Problem of a Populist Outlook

   Traditional Politics in the Philippines is in its terminal phase because of discontent. We are beginning to realize the error of a populist outlook in government – i.e. bread and circuses to keep the multitude happy and contented. 

f. An inability for traditional structures of society to harness enthusiasm and promote a society of purpose rather than a society of expediency

   The government and other sectors like business, social leaders and the educated professions suffer a crisis of credibility and thus are not able to become focal points of unity and national purpose. In such a situation of national doubt, deeper considerations are set aside as external forces exploit the situation.

B. Helpful Sociological Characteristics

Despite the negative social situation today, we see a continuity of positive indicators that can build up a vocation. The following are non-exhaustive pictures of a Filipino’s view of his Catholic Faith:

a. Still positive regard for the value of religion

   Fr. Benigno Beltran, SVD, a parish priest in the slum community of Smokey Mountain, Manila mentioned that the devotion to the Holy Child and the procession of the Suffering Christ in Quiapo continues to elicit deep feelings among its devotees, including men who are not regular Sunday mass goers.

b. An encounter with a more dynamic form of church life

   What keeps the El Shaddai community alive despite the attacks to its founder, Mike Velarde, is the sense of encounter in its regular prayer meetings and masses. The same is true with many church organizations like the University of the Philippines Student Catholic Action that had its ups and downs due to infiltrations by radical political groups and Pentecostal fundamentalist groups.

c. Expression of religious life among sectoral institutions

   Regular Masses sponsored by communities in government and private offices are on the rise. The same is true with Masses in public places like malls and parks. The requests for regular recollections and retreats show a need for spiritual nourishment. Not to mention company outings combined with religious pilgrimage to popular spiritual destinations.

d. Religion as a method of social coping in a society in crisis

   The great number of prayer requests and anointing of the sick are a sign of desperation and stubborn faith. Similarly the need for common prayer is felt and noticed. “Idaan ninyo ang block rosary sa amin dahil may sakit ang mga anak namin.” (Hold the block rosary in our house because there is who someone there). “Kaya masama ang tayo ng buhay dahil marami na ang hindi nagdarasal.” (There is misfortune because many are no longer praying). These are some of the expressions of faith as security blanket.

e. Notion of glory and pride for external church activities

   The pomp and pageantry of religious processions and the baroque magnificence of some new parish churches are some manifestations of an infantile faith that seeks external expression. The notion of “the best things for God” is in need for re-direction and deepening. Towns celebrate grand fiestas in honor of their patron even in the midst of poverty as an expression of faith.

f. Notion of “Probinsya” (from the barrio) as a return to the authentic and secure

   Filipinos see going home to their native province as a renewal of roots and spirit. In this sense of place, no matter how humble and poor, a person comes into his own. All transportations are headed home for the solemnities of Christmas, Holy Week, All Saints Day and the Patronal feast. We see the Spirit calling all to a sense of self and of community. Vocations also begin on these two senses. 

C. Harmful Sociological Characteristics

Together with the hopeful signs of Filipino sense of the spirit, we now go to what hinders a person from arriving at a realization and response to a sacred call: 

a. The need for the “Barkada” (peer group) Milieu

   Misery loves company. The Filipino need for his gang is a big obstacle for the need to go “duc in altum”. Many friendships are born of a caste consciousness rather than an experience of building up. Even in Catholic schools, there is a proliferation of Greek letter Fraternities that makes its members beholden to its authority. The gang ultimately becomes the second – and more effective – parent of the son.  

b. Seminary seen as a prison

   The traditional view of seminary life is one big sacrifice continues to hold the mind of many young people. A view that a scheduled life is a cut in precious liberty is unacceptable to many young minds.

c. The effect of early marriages and non-sacramental unions

   Legal age for getting married in the Philippines is 18 years old (with parental consent). Marriages are often seen as a remedy for unwanted pre-marital pregnancy. Those who married young are not given the opportunity to discover where their life commitment lies. Everything is settled on ad hoc necessity.

d. Ceremonial Relationships as a disvalue and retrogression

   The proliferation of Ceremonial relationships water down the impact of Christianity. Politicians to widen their political base often solicit roles for Godparents in baptism, confirmation and marriage. As such, the spirituality of the sacraments is compromised. Sense of vocation is substituted by the sense of proximity of a powerful patron who can determine the future of a child.

e. The reality of broken homes, marital separation and dysfunctional/problematic families

   Dysfunctional and problematic families rarely produce vocations. This was seen by contemporary research on priestly vocation. This conclusion is based on the ambiance of family life and the sense of values inculcated.

f. An uncritical and often practical viewpoint in coping with economic poverty

   Poverty knocks on the proximate needs of man. An experience of material helplessness and want can dim the beauty of faith and vocation as the existential needs assert its influence.

g. Non-evaluative stance in the quality of Media – especially in entertainment

   A good example of this is what Father Rolando Agustin, vocation director of the Philippines narrated that in one place in the Bicol Region, an average of 20 seminarians a year was observed. After he introduction of Cable Television Network in that area, the number declined to only 5 per year. People did not realize the effect of decision making of that popular medium.

h. Decline in Academic Standards

   The lowering of academic standards in many schools in the elementary and secondary levels vastly affected the choice of careers and callings for most male students. Added to this is the decline in critical thinking and abstract reasoning plus a decline in the analysis of beliefs and values.

i. The reality of a migratory trend backlash

   With parents working in foreign countries, the normal experience of family life is interrupted as young people are placed in the care of grandparents, aunts/uncles and other relatives. The relational equilibrium is altered and guidance in the choices involving the future is at a minimum. The mind of the youth can also be altered so as to resist advice or suggestion of a viable positive career.

j. Absence of a meaningful rapport with the members of the Religious Sector 

   Many Catholics in the Philippines do not have any priest or nun as personal friends or regular acquaintances. The activities and number of the religious is too limited for a meaningful encounter and relationships.

D. Social Change – A risk and a challenge

   With both positive and negative sociological characteristics existing side-by-side, the following observations and realizations are being offered:

a. The trend towards Secularisation and its mixed effects

   Many people are worried that secularisation would sap the spiritual legacies of a catholic nation. Yet the same hostile social environment made people realize that faith is a gift and a task that can only be witnessed to by personal self-giving. The threat of a highly secularised society is the locus of witnessing of any Christian Vocation by a Christian convinced by the truths of Jesus. 

b. Understanding the thrust towards individualism and growth in ambition

   When people formulate their own agenda in life, they live-out a form of individual option that indicate self-donation. In a positive sense, any vocation is a personal response to a call from the Lord and is witnessed to in both good times and bad. No longer is it sustained merely by structures, social advantages, traditions and illusions about a romantic encounter with God and his Church.

c. A notion of sustainable faith and communion

   In any social context, the faith is lived with love and conviction as a realisation that one is personally loved and blessed by the Father. This spiritual notion of Faith is the marrow of any vocation as it provides for a rock-bottom basis of believing. This is how Christianity survived under different hostile social situations like Russia and China under the Communists. 

d. The sense of the mundane need not be shallow

   Mundane things are often products of the social environments like commercial advertisements, social mindsets, plain illusions and limited personal perceptions. But they can also be an awareness of the basic things in life. When a child says that he is hungry, he declares his basic reality. When a young man says that life is boring, he is exercising a sense of elemental decision. A person may start with the mundane and builds it up, with regularity, into an image of the profound. Vocation equally process the sense of life from the small and insignificant into a living picture of faith, hope and love.  “I want to serve God” is both a simple and complex declaration.

e. The Seminary as a locus of encounter for an alternative culture and social restructuring – prospects and dangers 

   The seminary is not just the building and a structure of relationship. It is also a form of relationship that opens up encounters between all persons. Its advantage is the same as a “Barkada” (peer group) – it keeps people together in relationship. Even those seminarians who did not made it to ordination would comment that being a seminarian had its lasting effect on them and their ways of thinking and relating. 

   The social atmosphere of a seminary can make a person realize that there is an alternative lifestyle that can challenge the futile way of life presented by secular society. A candidate for ordination once mentioned, “Life is so constructive and productive in the seminary. If it is only possible to remain a seminarian forever, it would be a great gift from God and for other people”. 

IV. The Vocational Agenda

a. Authenticity in Christian Life as a fundamental vocational principle

   The reality of a secularised environment in both personal culture and in the social context is something we take into account as modifiers of vocation. Any desire to alleviate the grave implication of lack of priests for the Church should begin with an investigation into the level of Christian Life.

b. A socially mediated Christianity to renew the faith

   As such, the social aspect of Christian faith – together with a deep development of personal prayer and reflection – are the twin fonts from which vocation flows. Even as culture and society take its turn for the worse, culture and society are still most interested in having good and principled men in their midst.

c. Vocation as a blooming result of the Laity

   The growth of the Church is a product of the self-awareness and self-giving of people under the influence of the Holy Spirit. Everybody, lay and cleric, is continually given the vision that a true Christian existence is a process of renewal and maturity. Stagnation is the end result of a life dedicated to mediocrity.

d. Critical Thinking as fundamental goal of Catholic Education

   Somebody mentioned that Catholic Universities and Colleges are producing excellent, cultured, proficient, socially upswing and innovative ‘pagan’graduates. Paganism does not start with affiliation but with an adoption of a limited point of reference towards life. Critical thinking makes one aware of the deeper issues in life and the challenge to be different and heroic. Maybe the realities of intellectual and social progress have left behind the goodness in men’s heart.

e. Prayer not merely as a crisis remedy but as a regular quality of spiritual life

   Some people pray for vocations because the hierarchy told them to do so. Some pray for vocations because they are aware of the crisis of limited numbers. Yet some pray with gusto because it became a part of their reality. In the unfathomable mystery of God’s ways, the quality of ones spiritual life is a boost to divine generosity.

   When one and all tell God of their need for a more humane and Christian society, God may answer back with tons of vocations to realize the dream. The tenor of ones personal spiritual life is the order form for God to fill in with his gifts.  

f. The blooming of a missionary mindset

   Finally, the reality of a missionary mindset is not initiated by the desire to go on mission but with the realization that one is a person for others. This is the same for any realistic vocation – to be a man for others. The sense of community is the door by which we leave behind our sense of egoism and limited personal agenda to face a wider and more meaningful world with others. An ordinary diocesan priest once told me, “God called me to be with people, pray for people, build up people and show God to people.” It was the way people precisely experienced his presence and they would say with a song by Elton John “How wonderful life is while you were in the world.”  

Conclusion

We live in a truly threatening and highly volatile world. Our Lord Jesus appeals to us, reminding us, “the harvest is abundant but the workers are only few. Ask the master of harvest to send workers to gather his harvest” (Matthew 9, 37-38; Luke 10, 2). What indeed will happen if we run out of priests? If people still perceive that Baptisms, Matrimony and Funerals in Church are still important, how will the Faith be harnessed when there is a lack of committed persons? In trying to investigate what is happening to vocations around us, we are actually looking at ourselves and asking where are we head to and what does it mean to me. This asking out is a necessity and, if things proceed positively, then necessity becomes the mother of invention. 

Vocation story begins with what a candidate saw and heard. He saw a priest wearing a priestly vestment and he wants to be a priest. He saw a priest serving and being loved by people, and he desires to be like him. He heard a beautiful homily and he dreams of becoming a priest someday. He saw a dedicated priest or heard how knowledgeable a priest is, and these make him to follow and enter the seminary.

Thus the contributing factor for the growth or awareness of vocation is the life testimony of the priest himself. Since vocation in Latin word means ‘to call’ in responding to that call always begins specifically with what a candidate saw or heard in a priest or about a priest. So the best vocation promoter is the priest himself. The most easy and effective way to attract vocation is the very life of the priest. Increase of vocation to the priesthood depends on the witnessing and exemplary lives of the priests. And therefore priests must be true to his calling, dedicated to his priestly ministry and ever faithful to His Master. His priestly life helps or hinders vocation.      

Finally, let me recall what Blessed Mother Teresa of Calcutta said, “without priests, we have no Jesus. Without priests, we have no absolution. Without priests, we cannot receive Holy Communion.”  
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