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Summary

This paper presents some of the areas of specific formation which can help members of diocesan and parish vocations commissions in the pastoral work for vocations. Beginning with an overview of the role of Vocations Commissions in the life of the Church the paper examines three areas which appear to be most pressing in an adequate formation for vocations work. Firstly, the contemporary challenges to young people considering a vocation in both society and the Church; secondly, the need for a clear priestly identity and understanding of the Church’s teaching on the priesthood; thirdly, some specific and practical approaches to the pastoral work for vocations. Understanding the challenges, addressing the reality of the priesthood and examining practical ways of promoting vocations will help commissions to bring about a renaissance in this work that belongs to the heart of missionary nature of the Church: bringing souls back to God.

Anthony F. Denton, La formazione dei membri delle commissioni diocesane e parrocchiali incaricate dalla promozione delle vocazioni
L’articolo presenta alcune zone della formazione specifica che aiuta i membri delle commissioni incaricate della pastorale vocazionale a livello diocesano e parrocchiale. Dopo una generale descrizione del ruolo delle Commissioni per le Vocazioni nella vita della Chiesa, l’articolo esamina tre zone che sembrano premurose per una formazione allo svolgimento dell’attività vocazionale. Prima di tutto, le sfide che i giovani devono affrontare oggi quando considerano una vocazione sia nella società e sia nella Chiesa; poi, il bisogno di una  presentazione chiara dell’identità sacerdotale ed una comprensione dell’insegnamento del Magistero sul sacerdozio; ed, ancora, alcuni modelli specifici e pratici della pastorale vocazionale. 

Anthony F. Denton, A formação dos membros das comissões diocesanas e paroquiais incumbidos pelas vocações.

Apresentam-se certas áreas de formação específica que possam ajudar os membros das comissões vocacionais da diocese e da paróquia no trabalho pastoral pelas vocações. Uma olhada sobre o papel das Comissões das Vocações na vida da Igreja mostra três áreas de grande importância para a formação adequada do trabalho vocacional: (1) o desafio atual sentido pelos jovens quando se dão conta da vocação sacerdotal no contexto da sociedade e da Igreja; (2) a necessidade de uma clara identidade sacerdotal e de compreensão dos ensinamentos das Igreja sobre o sacerdócio; (3) algumas abordagens específicas e práticas ao trabalho pastoral pelas vocações. A compreensão dos desafios, o enfrentamento à realidade do sacerdócio e a investigação de meios práticos na promoção pelas vocações ajudarão as comissões para o renascimento no trabalho pastoral pelas vocações, o qual pertence ao âmago missionário da Igreja, ou seja, trazendo de volta as pessoas para Deus. 

Anthony F. Denton, La formazione dei membri delle commissioni diocesane e parrocchiali incaricate della promozione delle vocazioni
Der Artikel stellt einige Bereiche der besonderen Ausbildung vor, die die Mitglieder der mit der Berufungspastoral der Diözese oder der Pfarrei beauftragten Gremien unterstützen. Nach einer allgemeinen Beschreibung der Rolle, die die Gremien für die Berufungen spielen, untersucht der Artikel drei Themen, die dabei helfen, ein Programm für die Berufungspastoral zu erstellen. Vor allem muß man die Herausforderungen kennen, denen die jungen Menschen in dem Augenblick gegenüberstehen, in dem sie über die eigene „Berufung“ nachdenken. Darüber hinaus ist es notwendig, die Identität des Priesters deutlich herauszustellen und die lehramtlichen Weisungen über das Priestertum verständlich zu machen, zusammen mit einigen konkreten Beispielen.

Anthony F. Denton, The Formation of the Members of Diocesan and Parish Commissions charged with Vocations Promotion
The article must present the contents of the most suitable and specific formation that has to be offered to the members of the diocesan and parish Commissions which are in charge of the pastoral work for vocations so that they may know how to spread new vigour and enthusiasm in the communities where they are offering their services, arousing joy and marvel for the gift of vocation.

Pastoral work for the promotion of vocations is about bringing men to Jesus; letting them know his love for them and enabling a dialogue to take place whereby the relationship can develop. Vocations Commissions can exist at the diocesan and parish level as groups of people engaged in the work of fostering a vocations-friendly culture in Church and society. This paper presents some of the areas of specific formation which can help members of diocesan and parish vocations commissions in the pastoral work for vocations. Beginning with an overview of the role of Vocations Commissions in the life of the Church the paper examines three areas which appear to be most pressing in an adequate formation for vocations work. Firstly, the contemporary challenges to young people considering a vocation in both society and the Church; secondly, the need for a clear priestly identity and understanding of the Church’s teaching on the priesthood; thirdly, some specific and practical approaches to the pastoral work for vocations. Understanding the challenges, addressing the reality of the priesthood and examining practical ways of promoting vocations will help commissions to bring about a renaissance in this work that belongs to the heart of missionary nature of the Church: bringing souls back to God.

SEMINARIUM

“The Formation of the Members of Diocesan and Parish Commissions charged with Vocations Promotion.”

Anthony F. Denton

Introduction

At the Dawn of the New Millennium, the venerable Servant of God, Pope John Paul II asked the Church to launch out into the deep, to trust in God: Duc in altum. In the Apostolic Letter Novo Millennio Ineunte, he reiterated the need to “implement an extensive plan of vocational promotion, based on personal contact and involving parishes, schools and families in the effort to foster a more attentive reflection on life's essential values. These reach their fulfillment in the response which each person is invited to give to God's call, particularly when the call implies a total giving of self and of one's energies to the cause of the Kingdom.”
 This paper takes the mandate of the Holy Father for the Church in the Third Millennium to implement such a plan by providing some research into the type of formation which those involved in vocations promotion might find useful. Beginning with an overview of the role of Vocations Commissions in the life of the Church the paper will look at three areas which appear to be most pressing in an adequate formation for vocations work. Firstly, we will explore the contemporary challenges to young people considering a vocation in both the Church and society; secondly, we will examine the need for a clear priestly identity and understanding of the Church’s teaching on the priesthood; and thirdly, we will review and discuss some specific and practical approaches to promoting vocations.

DIOCESAN AND PARISH VOCATIONS COMMISSIONS

Vocations work is, in the words of the Second Vatican Council, “the duty of the whole Christian community, and they should discharge it principally by living full Christian lives.”
 While bishops and priests have a major part to play, their key contribution is through leadership, prayer, priestly example and fidelity to their vocation; living their priesthood with love and joy. In addition to this the Church recommends the establishment and formation of diocesan and parish vocations committees, “whose members make an important contribution by prayer and sufferings offered up for priestly and religious vocations, as well as by moral and material support.”

Commissions and Member Formation

In a diocese it is the primary responsibility of the bishop to foster, encourage, assess and confirm authentic and suitable vocations to the priesthood. There are, of course, many people who share in the bishop’s responsibility for nurturing vocations. His closest collaborator should be his vocations director, who may be assisted by a committee. Every Parish priest has a special part to play as the ordinary point of contact for the men in his parish. There are also parish-based groups which have taken on various roles of vocations animation either independently or through organised clubs like Serra International. Finally it is in the interest of every lay faithful to do all in their power to promote, encourage and welcome vocations to the priesthood.

Diocesan and parish vocations commissions might be made up of priests, religious and lay people; more often than not parish vocations committees will be comprised of the lay faithful solely, hopefully with the blessing and encouragement of their Pastor. People who have family members as priests or religious or who have been helped by good clergy and especially those people who simply love the Church and see the need for more priests can come together to pray and brainstorm ways of fishing for the fishers of men. 

These committees or commissions like any other group in the Church need a suitable formation of their members. People involved in promoting vocations need to know the challenges which young people face in discerning their vocation and the factors which contribute to their positive response. They must be familiar with the Church’s understanding of vocation in general; of the vocation to priesthood in particular. They need to know why it is important to promote priesthood, and how to promote it adequately and appropriately. The Church in fact gives the blueprint for how to go about this in the Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Pastores Dabo Vobis, whose fourth chapter is entitled “Come and See: Priestly Vocations in the Church’s Pastoral Work.” Elsewhere in the document there are important insights and reflections which impact on the specific theme of vocations work. It is in Chapter Four, though, that the Church provides focussed magisterial teaching on the pastoral work of vocations, beginning with a reflection on what Pope John Paul II calls the “Gospel of vocation.”

Paradigm of Vocations Work: Gospel of Vocation

In John’s account of the call of the disciples Andrew and Peter, John the Baptist exclaims of Jesus, “Behold, the Lamb of God.” Immediately the two disciples follow Jesus, who asks them what they are looking for. They respond in turn with another question, “Where are you staying?” It is then that Jesus invites them to “Come and see” (cf. Jn. 1:35-42).

The Holy Father explains that this “Gospel of vocation” provides the “paradigm, strength and impulse”
 behind all vocations work. The discernment and living out of any vocation takes place in stages. We can draw out three phases from this model Gospel of vocation: “seeking Christ, finding him and staying with him.”
 All Christians should be seeking to find Christ and be with him. Care for vocations is so integral to the life of the Church that it fits into the day to day pastoral care of her members. “It is an essential part of the overall pastoral work of each Church, a concern which demands to be integrated into and fully identified with the ordinary care of souls, a connatural and essential dimension of the Church’s pastoral work, of her very life and mission.”
 In other words promoting vocations and fostering their perseverance is not an added extra but is tied into the normal care of pastors towards their charges. The Priesthood is so essential to the nature of the Church that the provision of priests is included in the bare minimum required to identify what actually constitutes the Church.

Vocations in the Church

First of all members of Diocesan and Parish Commissions need to understand the place of vocations in the Church. Pope John Paul II situates his presentation of the Church’s theology of Vocations work in the context of the Church as mystery. In a similar way that the marriage of man and woman is compared to the relationship between Christ and the Church, Pope John Paul sees all vocations as “a luminous and living reflection of the mystery of the Blessed Trinity.”
 God calls the Church to holiness and salvation. The whole Church has a vocation “to build herself up … and to increase the Kingdom of God in the world.” The Christian vocation is always ecclesial; that is, it derives from the Church, it is discerned in the Church and is always at the service of the Church. The Vocation to a State in Life, of which Priesthood is the highest calling (but not thereby the best or most difficult), also includes Marriage and Religious Life. These three vocations: Priesthood, Matrimony and Religious Life as a priest, brother or sister, are ways in which Christians can live out the Universal Call to Holiness exhorted by the Second Vatican Council.

It is not enough, however, to present these vocations side by side as if all were equal. While marriage as an institution is undergoing tough times, people generally-speaking people don’t need too much encouragement to fall in love and start a family. What needs to be underlined in marriage is not so much its promotion as the recognition that it is a real vocation. Whereas vocations to the priesthood must be positively promoted and highlighted in order to inflame interest and excitement; in order to remind people that it is a valid and wholesome life choice.

THE CULTURAL CLIMATE IN WHICH VOCATIONS EMERGE

Based in parishes or diocesan chanceries, commissions charged with the pastoral work of promoting vocations have as a primary goal the restoration of Christian values, and the beliefs underlying them, in contemporary society. We shall see that the so-called vocations crisis is really a symptom of the wider crisis of faith. The “Christian mentality” mentioned in Pastores Dabo Vobis as a prerequisite for fostering vocations, will only be restored when Christians begin to take seriously their baptismal responsibilities.
 For this reason the New Evangelisation is the key means to effecting change in contemporary society. In Western Countries people need to be re-evangelized. The universal call to holiness (vocation of all people, lay and clergy) includes all Catholics and enables the Gospel to be brought to places where a priest cannot get: the factory, the shopping centre, the school, the home etc. Nevertheless, the focus of Vocations Commissions should be squarely on Priestly and religious vocations and not on vocations, as a nebulas category which embraces everyone but challenges and affects no one.

While  a priestly vocation is truly divine in origin its human genesis can nevertheless be traced back to specific influences and concrete situations that coincided providentially to enable it to flourish at the right time. Therefore the state of society at a given point in history will always play its part in the unravelling of divine providence. Pastores Dabo Vobis begins with a survey of the cultural and ecclesial milieu in which we find ourselves at the end of the second and beginning of the third millennium. There are both positive and negative factors in the world and the Church which will have a significant effect on vocations and therefore on what we need to be aware of in our pastoral work for vocations.

Positive Trends

Among the positive trends in contemporary society are a thirst for justice and peace, a respect for human dignity, a growing solidarity with the poor and marginalised and a new call for ethics in the fields of scientific progress.
 In the Church there is an increased appreciation of Holy Scripture generally, signs of new life in the young churches of Asia and Africa and a heritage of martyrdom and confession of faith under persecution in Europe.
 There is also a genuine thirst for God that is so powerful that people, in the absence of effective evangelisation, are turning to many and varied forms of religious expression even without God.
 This sincere, if confused, search for God is experienced by the vocations director in the sincere man who comes to see him and comments, “I’m so sure I’m meant/want to be a priest that I’ll even become a Catholic!”

Negative Trends

There are also many problems in the socio-cultural and ecclesial circumstances in which we find ourselves. Pope John Paul II mentions in the first place, a rationalism which pits science against faith and sees them as incompatible and mutually exclusive. Also prevalent is an Individualism which places personal subjectivity as the highest value to be pursued. This leads to a fragmentation in personal relationships which in turn encourages hedonism as an answer to the ensuing alienation of the individual. In youth ministry and vocational guidance it is common to come across people who are indeed “prisoners of the fleeting moment.”
  Many young people are caught up in the daily pursuit of self.
 Demanding sacrifice is seen as beyond what is reasonable to expect of someone in today’s world.
 A well known Australian Prelate said some years ago that in Australia today the only place where it is acceptable to require self discipline is on the sporting field; and then, it is compulsory.  So far as spiritual or religious commitments are concerned there is an expectation that no one has the right to even propose faith in Christ as an option. How dare you impose your beliefs on me or anyone else! The inability to practice self renunciation leads to a weakened will that ends up with serious character flaws and moral flabbiness. Christian culture needs people of character and virtue who are ready to take up the challenge to follow the Lord, whatever he may ask of them.

The philosophies of our day have sought to replace God and religion, so that it is not too far-fetched to speak, not only of a crisis of vocations, but more significantly, of a crisis of Faith in God; or at least a rupture in the movement from creed to praxis. The secularisation of the West is the result of a “practical and existential atheism.”
 It’s as if God simply isn’t part of the equation. I was talking to a young Catholic couple recently who sadly commented that among their group of friends (some of whom are nominally Catholic) they are the only ones who are married, going to Mass on Sundays and seeking to live out the faith in their lives; this in spite of the fact that nearly all their friends went to Catholic schools. Their friends look at them and can’t understand why they would get married when they haven’t paid their house off, haven’t travelled the world and are still young. A recent survey in Australia cited this as one of the specific motives for why Catholics stopped going to Sunday Mass.

In a culture which is practically atheistic and which puts the highest value on individual rights it is not surprising to note wide scale marriage break-down and family disintegration. In most families in Australia no one is unaffected in some way by separation and divorce. Vocations come from families where the faith is a living reality. The role of the father is usually very important. Talking to Catholic school teachers it is not uncommon to find a large portion of children in a class without a father living at home. Coupled with this is the continued fallout from the sexual revolution of the seventies: abortion, contraception, widespread Sexually Transmitted Diseases, younger and younger first sexual experiences, fornication, and a multi-billion dollar pornography industry whose long-term effect we have yet to even begin to assess adequately. The consequence of the latter is something that already affects and will continue to affect the psychological suitability of men presenting themselves for seminary entry. 

Ecclesial Trends

Pastores Dabo Vobis lists a number of obstacles to priestly vocations from within the Church which need to be taken into consideration. First is the extraordinary ignorance of the contents of the faith. All men entering the regional seminary in Melbourne spend the first year systematically studying the Catechism of the Catholic Church, as well as an introduction to Scripture, Latin and in-house formation. Experience has shown that by and large they simply do not know their basic catechesis. Even youth that have completed all their schooling in Catholic schools (and in Australia that includes most Catholics) have a very hazy knowledge of the Faith; but that is another issue for another day. If the catechesis is left up to parents it is harder for them to compete with the sophistication of the mass media, even if they did have the will to teach their children.

The second obstacle is theological pluralism, in which the conjectures of speculative theology are presented by some theologians as the teachings of the Church, or at least as a viable and acceptable alternative. By speculative theology we mean a kind of theological reflection which seeks new and sometimes-radical answers to age-old questions. A common and ubiquitous example would be the question of whether or not Jesus knew who he was, a topic which Pope John Paul II touched on in his Apostolic Letter Novo Millennio Ineunte.
 The recent Notification on certain writings of Fr. John Sobrino, SJ by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith highlights this case in point. Section V. of the Notification, entitled The Self-Consciousness of Jesus, raises an objection to Sobrino’s claim that “Jesus was a believer like ourselves,” even if an “elder brother because he lived faith as its ‘pioneer and perfecter.’”
 The Congregation responded by stating: “The filial and messianic consciousness of Jesus is the direct consequence of his ontology as Son of God made man. If Jesus were a believer like ourselves, albeit in an exemplary manner, he would not be able to be the true Revealer showing us the face of the Father.”
 If Jesus didn’t know who he was – Son of God and son of Mary (Two natures in one divine Person) how would we be expected to know him; and yet we do profess faith in Him through the creeds and the constant teaching of the Church. While this might not necessarily need to be the topic of early discussion in a vocations commission, it never the less demonstrates the kind of theological pluralism which causes confusion at best and weakening of Faith.

The rejection of the Magisterium of the hierarchy has done tremendous damage to the faith of many good Catholics. It has caused confusion and led people to doubt and reject the basic teachings of the Church. One even hears of priests speaking publicly of a “loyal dissent,” whereby they maintain their status of “Catholic theologian” or “Catholic commentator” while contradicting and undermining the very Church in whose name they supposedly speak. The related problem of subjectivism has created the impression that universal and objective doctrines are no longer binding on all Catholics. The appeal to conscience effectively means justifying whatever I’ve decided is ok for me. This complete dislocation of orthodoxy and orthopraxis “gives rise to the phenomenon of belonging to the Church in ways which are ever more partial and conditional, with the resulting negative influence on the birth of new vocations to the priesthood…”

The net result of a secular society which is suspicious of the Church and a Church which fails to distinguish itself from the society is the disaffection of members of the Church and a growing confusion over their basic Christian identity. This has direct consequences for vocations, because a radical call, which the priesthood presupposes, requires a clear and unequivocal priestly identity. People who don’t know what it means to be Christian are not likely to understand what the priesthood is. It is my belief that a formation in Priestly identity is crucial for priests themselves, but also for those charged with the pastoral care of priestly vocations.

PRIESTLY IDENTITY

A brother priest, friend and predecessor in the role of Vocations Director in my diocese once visited a co-ed primary school. He talked to the children and spent time listening to, and answering, their questions. The children were really taken by the obvious enthusiasm of this young priest. Several weeks after his visit, a national sports star came to the school and, in the same manner as the priest, visited the classrooms asking the pupils, among other things, what they wanted to be when they were older. He was amazed at the response of so many of the boys and asked the principal, “Why do all the boys at this school want to be priests?”

A Priestly example lived with joy, love and confidence

A good priestly example is the best advertisement for the priesthood. In the history of the Church it has always been the way. One thinks immediately of St. Maximilian Kolbe, St Phillip Neri or St John Bosco. These men – true imitators of Jesus – 

attracted followers who saw their love, joy and passion and wanted to emulate it. A priest who knows what he is about, who knows who he is as a priest and who loves his priesthood, will naturally portray that identity, joy and confidence to those with whom he comes in contact. There is no substitute for a strong and self conscious priestly identity. 

Twentieth Century’s Social Upheaval

Unfortunately this priestly identity has been damaged in the past forty years by many factors. The devastation and horror of the First and Second World Wars in the first half of the twentieth century prepared the path for the social revolution of the 60’s and 70’s. These cataclysmic events in modern history caused a shift in people’s consciousness. Hitherto accepted social conventions, attitudes and values appeared to have been thrown into disarray. The Church’s members, living always in the world but not of it, were not exempt from the effects of these attitudes and sense that a new age was dawning. Right at this crucial juncture in history Pope John XXIII, responding to the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, called the Second Vatican Council. While the Council was truly a blessing for the Church
 there were those who used the wake of its upheaval to peddle their own novel ideas.
 In the theology of priesthood there was very real damage done by some theologians. Cardinal Avery Dulles names three in particular who had great influence in the post-conciliar period. Hans Kung, Leonardo Boff and Edward Schillebeeckx, broke with the constant teaching of the Church when they knocked out a central pillar of the Church’s theology of priesthood rejecting “the ontological understanding of the priestly character.”
 Many people have been led astray by the false teaching of these prominent and influential theologians and reasoned that a priest no longer receives an indelible mark on his soul at ordination, or that no priest ever did. The conclusion reached by many is that the Church perpetuated the myth to keep power in the hands of a few. The result of such positions is explained by Fr. Benedict Groeschel, “This kind of thinking has done much harm to several aspects of Catholic life and in this case has been an important undermining factor in the decrease and loss of priestly vocations.”

To the naïve and unsuspecting these theological musings were often presented as valid alternatives to Catholic teaching. Members of vocations commission need to know that orthodoxy is not simply another faction on a continuum from left to right. Orthodox teaching on the priesthood which recognises its ontological character is not something that can be accepted or rejected according to whim or temperament. As already stated correcting misunderstandings in the Catholic theology of priesthood and providing an adequate formation in Priestly Identity is fundamental, certainly for priests themselves, but also for those involved in vocations work. One’s view of the Priesthood is intricately linked to Ecclesiology, which in turn determines a whole gamut of other attitudes and shades of meaning. Pope John Paul II warned against “an incorrectly understood pluralism in theology, culture and pastoral teaching which – though starting out at times with good intentions – ends up by hindering ecumenical dialogue and threatening the necessary unity of faith.”
 

It is beyond the scope of this paper to develop a comprehensive theology of Priesthood. Much excellent work has been done since the Second Vatican Council to bring theological reflection on the priesthood in line with its overall teaching.
 Furthermore, in the previous edition of Seminarium the theme of the Theology of Priestly Vocations
 was treated from a number of important perspectives. More helpful for members of vocations commissions might be the insight gained from the saints who sought to live out their priestly vocation in concrete situations with challenges at least as difficult as our own; saints who knew what it meant to be a priest.

According to a popular saying of St John Vianney, the Cure of Ars and patron saint of Parish Priests, “The priesthood is the love of the heart of Jesus.”
 St. Joseph Cafasso, spiritual director of St John Bosco entitled a book he wrote on the priesthood: “The Priest, the Man of God.” Pope John Paul II repeated the words of St. Paul to the Corinthians when he spoke of the Priest as a steward of the mysteries of God.
 A priest is one who exercises his sacred ministry in virtue of the sacrament of Holy Orders, which he receives at ordination. As we have seen above, “unlike other vocations, priesthood is not defined in the first instance by what a priest does; by his function. Rather it is defined by who a priest is, or who he becomes. The priest’s is therefore an ontological vocation: a man’s call to be a priest is first and foremost a matter of his being one with Christ.”

It was St Norbert on the occasion of his own ordination who asked this same question of himself and gave this profound response:

“Who are you, O priest?

You are not your own, for you are the

servant and minister of Christ,

the mediator between God and men.

You do not belong to yourself,

for you are espoused to the Church.

You do not come from your self,

for you are nothing.

Who then are you,

O priest of Jesus Christ?

You are everything

and you are nothing.

Take heed lest people say of you

what they said of Christ on the cross:

He saved others;

himself he cannot save.”

In the poetry of St Norbet, the priest is both nothing in his manhood and everything in his priesthood. How often is a priest conscious of this when called to the bedside of a moribund patient to administer the sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick? In most cases he and his family couldn’t care less about the priest as a human being almost intruding on their intimate family time; he is there because he is “Father”; he is a priest; he is the one chosen by God at this moment in time to prepare a soul for the journey to his particular judgement. It is true then, that all priests are men, but by divine vocation they are not mere men. In virtue of sacred ordination they are consecrated as sharers in the one Priesthood of Christ, the “great High Priest” of whom the Letter to the Hebrews speaks (Heb. 4:14).

The Priesthood: Gift and Mystery

Pope John Paul II referred to the priesthood on the occasion of his 50th Anniversary of priestly ordination as both a gift and a mystery. A gift is something freely given which we receive and that is in some way tangible. A mystery is something whose meaning our mind can only partially grasp. The Holy Father said, “At its deepest level, every vocation to the priesthood is a great mystery; it is a gift which infinitely transcends the individual. Every priest experiences this clearly through the course of his life.”
 The priest is therefore both the recipient of the freely given gift and the gift itself. And this gift will always be shrouded in mystery.

PROMOTING VOCATIONS AS A PRIESTLY, PROPHETIC AND KINGLY PEOPLE

Pastoral work for the promotion of vocations is about bringing men to Jesus; letting them know his love for them and enabling a dialogue to take place whereby the relationship can develop. “This is the heart of all the Church’s pastoral work on behalf of vocations, in which she cares for the birth and growth of vocations, making use of the gifts and responsibilities, of the charisms and ministry she has received from Christ and his Spirit.”
 

According to Pastores Dabo Vobis, the favoured model of all work for vocations follows the traditional munera or functions of Christ as priest, prophet and king. Christ’s mystical body, the Church, is by extension a priestly, prophetic and kingly people. Translated into practical terms this means that vocations can be promoted through prayer and the sacraments (priestly), by proclamation of the word (prophetic) and by education in living the faith (kingly).
 

The Priestly Function of the Church

The Church believes that the pastoral work for vocations must begin in prayer and the celebration of the sacraments. The priesthood is a supernatural vocation and therefore the call which comes from God can only be heard if we create an environment that facilitates this reality. Silence is the place where God speaks to the human soul: cor ad cor loquitur, to use Cardinal Newman’s motto, heart speaks to heart. A truly priestly people will seek to foster opportunities for prayer and contemplation. Every parish needs to pray for vocations, but equally crucial is the setting aside of time and space for young people to come and pray in silence. The growing movement of Eucharistic adoration, often at the behest of young people themselves, is demonstrative of the need for a specific time of prayer devoted to vocational discernment. Something as simple as refraining from talking in the church can speak volumes to impressionable young people about the presence of Christ in the tabernacle. Traditional actions such as genuflecting before the Eucharist also help to demonstrate that the faith of a parish is not just intellectual. 

Each parish can ask itself the following or similar questions: How much does our parish want the mass? How much do we want a priest? What are we doing to ensure that the sacraments will be celebrated here in the future?

At a diocesan level I can attest to the extraordinary effect of holding a regular, weekly Holy Hour specifically for young people – who occasionally are not being catered for in their parishes. In the Archdiocese of Melbourne we have hosted a holy hour of Eucharistic Adoration with guided meditation nearly every Thursday evening for the past six years. It grew out of a request from some young pilgrims who had travelled to Israel and Rome for World Youth Day 2000. This initiative attracts between 80 and 120 young people every week and is often led by our Archbishop. Someone has estimated that over 30 young men have gone on to test a priestly or religious vocation, having spent some time regularly attending the Cathedral holy hour. Such holy hours provide a much needed oasis of peace, prayer and recollection in our busy world.

Good Shepherd Sunday or World Day of Prayer for Vocations is another opportunity to pray for vocations and think of innovative and effective ways of animating interest in vocations. The Church’s official prayer, the liturgy, is particularly important and plays an “influential and indispensable role in the pastoral work for vocations.” All young men searching for their vocation must be conscious of the priest’s liturgical role. Given that most people’s contact with the Church takes place in the context of the liturgy it is of vital importance that the priest speak periodically about the priestly vocation or ask some one from the parish commission to speak. Vocations commissions can encourage their pastors to offer a mass each week for the intention of vocations; they can also follow the pious custom of having masses offered for the same intention.

Finally the Church proposes that no suffering should be wasted; that the sick can unite their suffering to the Cross. The offering of suffering for vocations is a noble and efficacious form of prayer.
 Most parishes have a veritable army of elderly people living at home, in hospitals or in Nursing homes. Employing them in uniting both their prayers and the suffering – even their loneliness- for specific youth in the parish can have the added effect of uniting the parish.

The Prophetic Function of the Church

The proclamation of the gospel is firstly the task of the bishop in union with his presbyterate.
 It is also incumbent on the whole Church and especially teachers to educate in the ways of faith and to teach about vocations in a positive and enthusiastic manner. Pope John Paul II speaks emphatically about the urgent need for a “direct preaching on the mystery of vocation in the Church.”
 Many different approaches have been taken over the past forty years to present the idea of vocation to the Church and the world. Whatever gains may have been made, the pope calls for a new and forthright effort to promote the Priesthood.

In paragraph 39 a kind of pastoral plan is outlined, which flows from the prophetic role of the people of God. In preaching the gospel there needs to be a properly-structured catechesis on the mystery of the vocation to Priesthood and its inherent value for the Church. There is widespread ignorance about the priesthood as a supernatural vocation which has serious consequences for the Church. There can be no Church without the Eucharist and no Eucharist without the Priesthood. In summary we can deduce the following points about the prophetic proclamation of the Gospel of vocation.

· It needs to be directed to the whole Church: clergy and laity.

· It needs to be positive: presenting the Priesthood as a gift which is welcomed by all believers

· It needs to be genuine: countering distorted ideas and dispelling doubts about priestly ministry

· It needs to be realistic: Those charged with education – priests and teachers – need to speak with courage about the possibility and the joy of priestly living. 

· It needs to be youthful: There needs to be a forceful and explicit catechesis directed to suitable and promising young people.

· It needs to be fearless: a vocation is proposed as an exciting life choice, not imposed as an answer to indecision.

· It needs to be bold: “a clear invitation, made at the right time, can be decisive in eliciting from young people a free and genuine response.”

Priests, in particular, have an irreplaceable role to be play in “proclaiming” the gospel of vocation. The mere presence of a priest, duly identified, can be a startling witness, especially to young people. How many priests have been asked to hear someone’s confession on a plane or in a train? How many priests have had more bizarre experiences arising from our being recognisable on the street, as it were? Last year as I was walking back to the cathedral through the city I was asked to bless a crane on a building site that had broken down! Striking up conversation and being ready to both listen to and answer questions can put people at ease and open their hearts to priestly joy and goodness. One of the most popular questions of school children is to ask whether one is happy in one’s vocation. The exterior bearing speaks volumes for good or for ill.

The Royal Function of the Church

The Church is a kingly people, called by baptism to live by the rule of charity. The twofold law of love of God and neighbour compels Christians to live out this ideal in complete freedom. The kingly function is an education in self mastery, to use a phrase of Pope John Paul II. Education involves the clarification of uncertainty; the stimulation of interest and a serious effort to discern. For this reason PDV posits the giving of spiritual direction as a key facet of the pastoral work for vocations. Spiritual direction provides a natural sounding board when a person is clouded by subjective reasoning. The clear objective advice of another can prove decisive in the discernment process even several years before the commencement of formal seminary training.  “Priests for their part, should be the first to devote time and energies to this work of education and personal spiritual guidance.”

A further expression of the kingly function of education is that of living pastoral charity. Put simply this means imitating Christ the Good Shepherd who “lays down his life for his sheep” (Jn 10:11). Young people are looking for challenges. If trained in the tackling of tasks proportionate to age and maturity young people will not be fearful of self sacrifice but will come to desire them. “Boys, adolescents and young men … appreciate commitment, the meaning of free service, the value of sacrifice and unconditional self-giving.”
 The hundreds of thousands of young men who have volunteered to fight for their countries are representative of this spirit of standing for a cause greater than themselves.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this paper has sought to demonstrate the type of formation that is needed among those entrusted with the task of fostering vocations in order that a renewed enthusiasm for the priesthood may flourish. The establishment and formation of parish and diocesan vocations commissions therefore has an important role in fashioning a renewed interest in the vocation to priesthood at a grassroots level. They do this by fostering a culture of vocations in which the free choice to serve the Church in the Priesthood is seen as an ideal or even a preferred path to follow. Men will be more likely to recognise a vocation if it is talked about and presented in a positive light. Using the Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Pastores Dabo Vobis as a kind of blue print we have highlighted several areas of formation of vocations commissions at a parish and diocesan level. We have considered the positive and negative factors in both the Church and society which impact on young people discerning a vocation. Then we considered the need for a clear priestly identity on the part of both young people and those interested in helping them to discern God’s will. Finally we employed the model of the threefold functions of Christ as Priest, Prophet and King and applied them to the commissions to show the specific work that can be done to promote vocations. An adequate formation of commissions will help to achieve the immediate goal of vocations work in the Church at this time: a renaissance in the popular understanding of the Catholic Priesthood as a gift to the Church and the world.
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