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The Second Vatican Council in its decree of the “Training of Priests” “Optatam Totius”, on 28 October 1965, said very clearly, “The duty of fostering vocations falls on the whole Christian Community…” (n.2). The Council Fathers were talking about the vocations as it is based on the direct command of Our Lord Jesus Christ, when he said to his apostles: “The harvest is rich but the labourers are few, so ask the Lord of the harvest to send labourers to do his harvesting” (Lk 10:2). The Church since the apostolic times has been praying to the Lord of the harvest to send labourers into his harvest. Thanks to the continuous prayers of the Church indeed we have been blessed all these two thousand years to have generous men and women who have dedicated themselves to God in priestly and religious life.


If we glance through the statistics of the Catholic Church of our times there has been a “a gradual increase in the number of baptized Catholics across the world from 757 million in 1978 (year of the beginning of the Pontificate of our Holy Father Pope John Paul II) to 1.07 billion in 2002 (Annuarium Statisticum Ecclesiae 2002). The growth factor varied considerably from continent to continent. Africa registered 151 percent growth, in Asia +74.47, in Oceania +49,55, in America +45.75. Europe, unfortunately, has remained in a static situation of +5.09 percent. The total number of priests in 2002, in comparison with the number of priests in 1978, has dropped by 3.78 percent, as a result of the 13.10 percent decrease in the number of religious clergy and the increase of 1.85 percent in the number of diocesan clergy. Generally in Asia, the number of diocesan and religious priests has risen, as has the number of diocesan priests in African and America. Except in Asia, the number of religious clergy has dwindled everywhere. So also the number of religious women was reduced from 991,000 in 1978 to 783,000 in the year 2002. In other words, women religious have decreased 21 percent in the last 24 years. On the other hand, fortunately, candidates to priesthood worldwide have shown an upward trend. The number of students in 1978 was 63,882, which increased to 113,199 in the year 2002. The distribution over large geographical areas, with the exception of Europe, has remained substantially unchanged. The world wide average proportion of Catholics to candidates to the priesthood is 106 candidates, per one million Catholics. Asia has 248, Africa 162, Oceania 113, but Europe and America are below this average. (cfr. L’osservatore Romano, English weekly edition, n. 28 – 14 July 2004, p.8).


We shall now try to see the situation in Taiwan basing ourselves on the above statistics.

Taiwan’s geographical location


Taiwan is formally known as the Republic of China (ROC). It was founded in 1912 and thus for the first time China had a constitutional republic. The ROC government, led by the Chinese National Party Kuomintang (KMT), was moved to Taiwan in 1949 when the Chinese Communist Party established the People’s Republic of China (PRC) on the mainland. It has since exercised its jurisdiction over Taiwan, Penghu Island, Kinmen, Matsu and numerous other islets.


Where exactly is Taiwan located? Off the eastern coast of Asia lie the mountainous island arcs of the Western Pacific. The island chain closest to the continent marks the edge of the Asiatic Continental shelf. Taiwan, one of the islands of this chain, is the largest body of land between Japan and the Philippines. The island of Taiwan is 394 km long, 144 km at its widest point, and shaped like a tobacco leaf. With a total area of nearly 36,000 sq. km, Taiwan is separated from PRC by the Taiwan Strait, which is about 220 km at its widest point and 130 km at its narrowest.

Christianity in Taiwan


The Portuguese recognized the beauty of Taiwan in the mid-16th century, when they called it Ilha Formosa, or “Beautiful Island”. The island has thus been known as “Formosa” in the West for centuries. In less than four hundred years, the island has developed into one of the most modern countries in the world, with a strong population nearly 23 million people. The recent publication of the sources dealing with the Spanish colonization of the north of Formosa between 1626 and 1642 enables one to know more about the history of the first attempt to bring the Catholic Church to Taiwan’s aborigine population. Besides Christianity, which is about 4.5% of the total population, the Government recognizes religions like Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, Folk religion, Yi Guan Dao (Religion of One Unity) and Islam. It is difficult to give the exact figures of the adherents of these religions since 93% of the population believes in a mixture of Buddhist, Taoist, Confucian and traditional folk religions. Another two and half percent belong to other religions. But among the aborigines of this country, about 70% belong to Christianity. 


Spanish missionaries were the first to come to Taiwan, reaching the cities of Keeling and Danshui, near Taipei in northern Taiwan, in 1626. The Dutch came in the year 1642.  On May 18, 1859, the Spanish Dominicans came from the Philippines through Amoy to Kaohsiung (southern diocese), where they established the Church. Taiwan territory originally belonged to the Fukien Apostolic Vicariate of Mainland China and became an independent apostolic prefecture on July 19, 1913. Thirty-seven years later in 1950, Taiwan was divided into two prefectures: Kaohsiung and Taipei. In the same year Taichung prefecture was established and two years later Chiayi and Hualien prefectures were recognized. On the same day, August 7, 1952, Taiwan became the 21st Chinese Ecclesiastical Province and Taipei became an archdiocese. The last two dioceses of Hsinchu and Tainan were created on March 21, 1961.  On this day, Taiwan has seven dioceses with the Metropolitan See in Taipei.


The Chinese Communists, after the takeover of the country, expelled all missionaries including the Pope’s representative in the year 1949; together with Chiang Kai Shek, the well know leader of Kuomingtang, two million people from China continent came to Taiwan and settled here. At this time, many missionaries who had been expelled from the Mainland China also came down to Taiwan. They met with great initial success as the number of Catholics rose from 10,000 to 300,000 in about 25 years.  Unfortunately in the last twenty-five years there hasn’t been any significant change in that number.  


Today, Taiwan’s 300,000 Catholics are divided among 7 dioceses and one Apostolic Administration (Kinmen and Matsu) having 467 parishes. The ecclesial work force is made up of 294 diocesan and 425 religious priests with one permanent deacon. Among these priests, the local (Taiwanese) diocesan priests are 108 and religious are 92, about 30% of the total clergy. The religious Brothers are 79 and the professed religious nuns are 1,078. Members of Women’s secular institutes are 29 and lay missionaries and  catechists are 431. 


Taiwan has three major seminaries: Taiwan Interdiocesan Seminary and the Faculty of Theology of St. Robert Bellarmine at Taipei county and Redemptoris Mater for the Neo-catechumenal students in Kaohsiung. The students of Philosophy are 28 (19 diocesan and 9 religious) and that of theology account for 54 (21 diocesan and 33 religious) according to the Church statistics of 2002.

Vocations in Taiwan


Thanks be to God, Taiwan enjoys full religious liberty unlike China Mainland. All the major religions co-exist peacefully and try to participate at each other’s festivities and functions. Various Christian Churches also come together for some ecumenical gatherings. Hence the Catholic Church has won many “friends” who are indeed sympathetic towards Catholicism. The credit for this good atmosphere goes to the leaders of all religious groups   and also to our missionaries. There are 31 Men and 64 Women’s Religious Congregations currently working in Taiwan. Their main fields of activities are in the educational, health, social, pastoral and migrant areas. Further, there are also religious men and women who are directly involved in the evangelization work of preaching the Gospel. 


The Catholic Missionaries in Taiwan, the majority of whom come from the Mainland, Europe and the Continents of America, unfortunately are aging and less and less new missionaries are arriving. In the last few years some missionaries have come from Vietnam, South Korea and Philippines. As is seen above, the general trend throughout the world is marked with less vocations and a general increase of the Catholic population. Even here in Taiwan, the vocations have been rarely seen to the priestly and religious life. Indeed, therefore, it is imperative that we find out ways and means to increase more vocations so that, as time passes by, the need for men and women religious may not be felt too keenly. 

All would agree that the economic prosperity throughout the world has tremendously decreased the vocations as well as population. This island is no exception to the rule. Taiwan’s economic miracle is well known in the world. Fifty years ago it was a poor island needing help from the outside world. The presence of missionaries and material help given to the people in those years are not forgotten either by the government or by the people even today. During those days the situation was more favorable for religious conversions than nowadays. Today’s Taiwan is quite different than what it was fifty years ago. It is the world’s 14th largest trading country and sixth largest capital exporter, and it’s per capita GNP ranks 15th in the world. It provides the fourth best environment for the venture of capital business in the world. In 2003, it had the world’s third largest foreign exchange reserves of 166 billion dollars. It controls 400 international vessels through the Taiwan Strait everyday. After nearly forty years of dictatorship, Taiwan has become a fully democratic country, as it saw its first transfer of power between political parties on May 20, 2000, through a mature and democratic process. The government has been striving in these years to promote human rights, democracy, peace, love for the needy and, obviously, new technology, which are the five “soft” powers that have given birth to “Taiwan Miracle”, as it is claimed by its political leaders. This material development has greatly influenced the Taiwanese family. As a result young people have become more and more independent. There is not as much interest shown towards spiritual life and welfare. Fewer and fewer children are being born in Taiwan. The present rate is about 1.6 children for each couple. There are not as many marriages, since nearly 80% of Taiwanese young women want to be independent without being tied to a marriage bond. So young Taiwanese men are forced to search for their brides from outside Taiwan, especially from Mainland China, Vietnam, Thailand and Philippines. This has also brought negative effects in married life: broken marriages, lack of religious training for children, disharmony and violence in families, etc.  

As a result of economic prosperity, of fewer children and of mixed marriages, the Catholic population itself has not been increasing. This decrease of number of children per family has led to fewer vocations. The Chinese tradition compels the first-born male children to raise up families and to assume patriarchal duties. Hence they cannot leave these obligations to pursue the priesthood. Secondly, the prosperity in economic life has taken the people away from religious and spiritual life. The faith hasn’t been growing strong. Another factor is the numerous religious congregations of men and women in the country. After the Chinese Communists expelled foreign religious institutes, many came to Taiwan, a small island, and started vying for vocations. The result being the institutes, especially those of foreign origin, could not secure too many vocations. This is the story of practically every religious congregation in the country. Some are in the country more than twenty five years and yet without any local vocation.  A fourth factor is perhaps the way the catholic religious life is presented to the public. Is it attractive to the young men and women of today? Or is it the Buddhist monastic life? Are our Catholics and non-Catholics attracted by our liturgical celebrations, to help persevere our educational works, or our social services? Do they find any extraordinary things to help persevere in their Catholic lives or to convert to Christianity? These are the questions that are to be answered after careful reflection and after examining our own life in today’s Taiwan.

Strategy for Vocations

It is true that it is God who calls his chosen men and women to follow him. He did that in the Biblical times, when He personally called Abraham, Moses, judges, kings and prophets. In the New Testament Our Lord “called to him those whom he desired” (Mk 3:13-14). Today, he might not use the same strategy of the olden times, calling each one personally. But he would continue to call people to be shepherds after his own heart (Jer 3:15). It is so because, it is He who has called them and chosen them (Jn 15:16). It is up to every individual to perceive the call and especially up to the ecclesial community – the families, the parish, the society – to search, to encourage and to promote every vocation. 

The World Prayer Day for Vocations should therefore have a program for Taiwan, which should spread throughout the year. We need dedicated bishops, priests and religious nuns to encourage vocations in the families, since they are born in families, they are spiritually nurtured in our churches and schools by priests and nuns and are guided by parents and educators during the adolescent years and promoted in their adult life by experienced seminary professors.

So, I believe, priests and nuns should become frequent visitors to our families. It is not enough to meet those who come to church on Sundays after Mass. We must find time to visit them as often as we can: this includes diocesan and religious priests as well as religious sisters. Our people should be encouraged to receive nuns and priests in their homes and to have a conversation on various topics including the formation of children, even if there is only one child. We must talk to the parents of their own married life and see how young couples could be encouraged to get married and have more children. We must continually encourage them to fulfill their spiritual duties – at least participation at Sunday Eucharist, recitation of prayers and rosary at home, regular sacrament of reconciliation. Like Our Lord and His apostles we need to go to meet the people rather than expecting them to come to us. This will help both nuns and priests to share the joys and sorrows of the Catholic families. This method also will encourage other non-Catholic families to be attracted towards our faith. The catholic families themselves can lead those priests and nuns to other families of non-Christian religions. Our Lord before going up to heaven charged his apostles to go out to the world and to proclaim the good news (cfr. Mt. 28:19; Mk 16:15-16; Lk 24:47), we must at least try to go to each family of our parish to bring the Good News.

Secondly, Taiwanese, thanks to the folk religion influence as well as Buddhist tradition, are generally religious oriented people. They respect  religious leaders. They hold in great respect the Buddhist masters, monks and nuns. Do our people feel the same respect and reverence for our Catholic priests and nuns? Do they really see in our priests and nuns, men and women of God? We need to resemble as true followers of Christ, by our way of life in our presbyteries and convents. We need to live more in an austere manner for our own sake and for the sake of others. “The Son of Man had nowhere to lay down his head” (Lk 9:58). Do our living places resemble that of ordinary people? Do they find us in prayer as the apostles found Jesus very often? Or do we rush to celebrate Mass straight from our rooms, without preparing ourselves before the Blessed Sacrament? Very often than not young boys and girls are attracted towards their priests and nuns for the exemplary and dedicated life they lead in their presbyteries and convents. It is said, “actions speak louder than words”. The young people of today see for role models whom they can imitate. They perceive God’s call in the example of those around them, who can challenge them and inspire them by the witness of their lives. This is particularly true of priestly vocation where the example of a zealous and holy priest is the way that many young men are challenged to examine choices for their own future. Only when they see a real dedicated life for God, they would be motivated to follow them in priestly or religious life. Our contacts with the young people should be increased. “All priests should show their apostolic zeal by fostering vocations, as much as possible, and should draw the hearts of young men to the priesthood by the example of their humble, hardworking, and happy lives, as well as by their mutual charity and fraternal cooperation” (Vat. II, “Optatam Totius”, n.2)

Thirdly, do the people find reverence in our liturgies? Or are they stereotyped and monotonous? People flock to hear Buddhist chanting. Do our liturgies hold any interest for the people? Are our sermons well prepared like that of a Buddhist master? Do we touch the lives of people by our preaching? Do we have liturgies for young people or are they considered useless and good for nothing? The modern day youth is looking for challenges. Indeed priesthood and religious life are a challenge – to take up the life of poverty, chastity and obedience. Do the young people see this practiced in our life?

Fourthly, we are asked by our Lord to pray for vocations. Does that mean only once a year, the day of World Day of Prayer for Vocations? Surely the Lord has not told us to pray only once a year. We need to pray for them everyday. We need to remind the people to pray everyday in their homes for vocations. We need to speak to them bluntly and frankly of the needs of the Church concerning vocations, since our missionaries are aging and few new ones are arriving. I know a family in India, where the father in the family prayed everyday kneeling down with other members of the family for the grace to have someone called from the family to be a priest or a nun. God heard his prayer; two of his sons became priests and two of his daughters became nuns among his six children. Not only that, a son each of his other two brothers became priests; and now, some of his grand children are studying for the priesthood. And he continues to pray to Our Lord for Vocations. We must remind the people that vocations are born in the family. So, it is their responsibility to encourage their young sons and daughters to embrace religious life, by accompanying them to churches as often as possible and not only on Sundays alone. So we need to keep open our churches daily, just like the temples or Buddhist monasteries. When the people approach the Blessed Sacrament, we can make an appeal to the people to keep the intention of vocations in their minds. 

Fifthly, our young people should be given every opportunity to be formed in the Catholic faith. They should be encouraged from their childhood to love their faith and their religious upbringing. Therefore the parishes should do the following:

a) We should organize catechism classes in our parishes for children of different age groups after Sunday Masses with the help of our nuns and dedicated lay people.

b) There should be a “Youth  Mass” with music and meaningful liturgy organized specially for them.

c) After Mass either catechism class or group activities could be organized where serious moral themes could be discussed freely under the guidance of well-formed priests or educators.

d) We should accompany them to visit during the year some Catholic monasteries, seminaries and convents and make known the life that is lived by priests and nuns in those places

e) Regularly we can organize youth groups at the parish level so as to keep young people around the church at least on Sundays and weekends. Good religious films could be shown and other forms of mass media could be made use of to instruct them.

f) Invite regularly religious priests and nuns on Sundays to talk to them about the vocations and about their own religious life.

Sixthly, our Catholic schools should become for all centers of Christian upbringing. The priests and nuns should constantly give special attention to our catholic boys and girls. We should make it our special duty to see to their spiritual needs by reminding them of their Catholic duties, such as participation at Mass often, regular confession, daily prayers at home, obedience to their parents and teachers, choice of good books, vigilance in the company of the friends they keep, motivating them to do charity, etc. We must not neglect our duty of asking them to speak of their faith to their non-Christian friends. Further, they should be encouraged to speak to priests and nuns for their spiritual needs and be active members of the parish community in which they live.

If we put into practice these suggestions and many other practical guidelines for the proper upbringing of our youth, with patience, dedication and love, surely the Lord of the harvest will send the labourers into his harvest. We can be sure of one thing that even if they may not embrace the religious life, still they will become good Catholics and will try in their turn to work for vocations.

World day of Prayer for Vocations


The Congregation for Education, every year sends an appropriate Message of the Holy Father for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations. Here in Taiwan, the message could be studied thoroughly by the parish communities well in advance, before the actual celebration of the day. It is not merely enough to translate it into Chinese and publish it in our weeklies and monthlies. Every youth could be given a copy and ask them to reflect on it and then either on the actual day of celebration or before or after the celebration, the Message could be studied thoroughly and see, how it could be put into practice in their own lives. We must help them with patience to discern whether God is calling them individually. In case if they have worries and anxieties they could be analyzed to see whether the latter have any foundation.


The priests or nuns should make the young people realize that God calls everyone. The significance of a call or a vocation could be to married life or religious life. They should be invited to reflect on that topic whole throughout the year and discern among them the future vocations. 


The pastors should particularly observe those youth who are interested in religious literature and spiritual life. They should be contacted regularly and be encouraged in their quest to belong to God. They should also be reminded of the transient nature of the pleasures of this life. The maxim of Our Lord, “what does it profit a man if he gains the whole world but suffers the loss of his soul?” should be kept before the young minds of youth. Very often they forget about the eternal life due to the overwhelming presence of mass media in their lives. If we insist that it is worth giving attention to life after death, and what we did for God and for our neighbour are the only things that are rewarded after death and not the vastness of wealth we amass in this world. By embracing religious or priestly life, one has opportunity to serve God alone in his service to the poor, the aged and the abandoned people of this world, like Blessed Mother Theresa of Calcutta.

Role of the local Church


“It is the duty of the bishops to encourage their people to foster vocations, and to see that all their energies and undertakings are closely co-ordinated, sparing themselves no sacrifice in their efforts to help, as fathers, those in their judgment have been called to God’s service” (Vatican Council II, “Optatam Totius”, n.2). Bishops as shepherds of the flock of God entrusted to them, have therefore a special responsibility to increase vocations in their respective dioceses. Therefore every bishop must pay special attention towards this duty of increasing his close collaborators in the mission entrusted to them by God Himself. They should have a priest or nun or a group of them in charge of vocations in the diocese and regularly meet with them to see what initiatives could be taken to encourage vocations. Regular youth meetings in parishes and at diocesan level could be held. Regular recollections could also be organized in order to draw the attention of youth towards their spiritual life. 


Those who are responsible for vocations should also try to meet regularly with the parents of seminarians and novices to help them to understand their children’s vocations and they in turn could support them by their own encouragement and prayers. 


Even the seminarians themselves during the year could go to visit parishes and speak to youth about their own vocations and the life in the seminary. Their own calling could always influence other youth to see whether God is really calling them.  

Conclusion


I think, here in Taiwan we need to give more attention to the catholic families’ formation of faith, more attention to youth in the parishes and educational institutions and revive our minor seminaries. Though we have them in some of our dioceses, yet they should be properly organized and special attention should be given to the formation of young minds. The little time spent in such institutes before one begins the philosophy and theology should be seen as a cradle of vocations. Among the human qualities of our youth, generosity to God and to the service of fellow human beings should be emphasized. A generous youth would never say “no” to God, if the Latter indeed calls him, like many a saints have done. They should be made to realize the dearth of vocations in the country and specially scarcity of missionaries. A challenge should be put to them: “Can they take up the job started by the missionaries in order to lead millions of Taiwanese to God? ”.


It is my firm belief, if a real program for increase in vocations is adopted by the Bishops Conference of Taiwan and supported fully by the numerous religious congregations that work here and of course by the local clergy, then one day Taiwan would be able to stand on its own feet having self sufficiency in local vocations, as it has done in the economic field. For this let us continue to pray to the Lord of harvest to send more young men and women of Taiwan to work in Taiwan.


Our Lady of Vocations, pray for us!
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