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Summary

The teaching of the Second Vatican Council about vocations flows all along the 27 Messages which John Paul II wrote for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations and they are the continuation of the Theology and the guidelines of the pastoral work of vocations to the Priesthood and the Consecrated life which Paul VI developed after establishing the World Day of Prayer for Vocations in 1964. These Messages reveal the situation of vocations to the Priesthood and the Consecrated life along the years and John Paul II was happy to say that vocations were on the increase because young people, who yearn for God, did heed to His call to respond generously to God.
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The contribution of John Paul II

to the theological anthropology and the pastoral work for vocations

in his Messages for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations
John Paul II made a substantial contribution to the theology and the pastoral work for vocations through his twenty seven Messages which he wrote for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations from 1979 to 2005. However this is only a small part of the immense input which John Paul II made to promote vocations to the ministerial priesthood and the consecrated life, principally by his holiness of life and through the innumerable speeches which he delivered to all categories of people in many parts of the world. Pastores dabo vobis (25 March 1992) was John Paul’s masterpiece with respect to vocations and the formation of the priests.

This article is intended to bring out clearly the major themes about vocations which John Paul II dealt with in His Messages for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations. These subjects about vocations are very closely linked with the first Messages which his predecessor, Pope Paul VI, sent every year to all the Church after instituting the celebration of the World Day of Prayer for Vocations on 23 January 1964, half way through the Second Vatican Council. The Messages of John Paul II which flowed into the third millennium led smoothly to the two Messages which Benedict XVI has already published for the same occasion. 

The whole series of Messages for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations which has gone along for forty four years, shows the perpetual obedience of the Church to the command which Jesus Christ has given to all his followers when he said: “The harvest is plentiful, but the labourers are few; pray therefore the Lord of the harvest to send out labourers into his harvest” (Mt 9: 38). Through all the ages, the Church has been solicitous to give a good formation to priests and to promote and give good priests to the flock of Christian communities. For example, in the first-ever Encyclical Letter written, Pope Benedict XIV, quoting  I Timothy 5, 22, wrote: “ ‘Do not be hasty in the laying on of hands’, especially when it concerns the promotion to the sacred mysteries and Holy Orders”
 and he added that “the Bishops would not regret to have watered these tender shoots in this manner as they advanced in maturity because they would reap an abundance of fruit and a large number of good pastors”
. The solicitude of the Church to have good priests was always accompanied by the prayers of the Christian communities and a good number of saints are known to have offered their prayer especially for the holiness of priests.

Tribute to Pope Paul VI and the Second Vatican Council

In his first Message for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations (1979) John Paul II pays homage to Paul VI for establishing the World Day of Prayer for Vocations and for as many as fifteen years he enlightened this occasion with His word and, as a true Pastor, he encouraged the Church to keep looking forward with regard to vocations to the priesthood and the consecrated life. John Paul II also appreciates the fact that, in establishing the World Day of Prayer for Vocations, Paul VI wanted it to fall in between two great liturgical Solemnities of the Church: the Resurrection and Pentecost, which feasts shed a bright light on the vocation to the priesthood and on every type of vocation to the consecrated life at the service of God and the Church. John Paul II affirms that in establishing the World Day of Prayer for Vocations, Paul VI was presenting the teaching of the Council when it says that “ Rising from the dead (cfr Rm 6,9), he (Christ) sent his life-giving Spirit upon the disciples, and through them has established his body, which is the Church, as a universal sacrament of salvation” (Lumen gentium, 48). 

In his Message for the twentieth anniversary of Vocation Day, John Paul II says that “in these past twenty years many happy and less happy things had occurred in the Church!” Recalling the happy ending of the Second Vatican Council, John Paul II says that the Council dedicated much work to deepen its insights into the theme of the vocation and mission of the priest and the religious in the light of the Word of God and according to the Christian Tradition. The Council also gave the Church a treasure of doctrine which every Christian has the right and the duty to know with precision in order to be able to decide clearly which way of life he wants to choose for himself. At the same time, John Paul II also recalls that in the past twenty years some Churches had suffered not only because of persecutions coming from outside, but also because of internal problems; in fact, the Church endured grievous sufferings by those who should have offered her great joy! However, Pope John Paul II affirms that the Lord comforted the Church by initiating a new situation in the Church because of the increase in number of  the persons who followed his call. He also proposes that, because the Lord heard the prayers of the Church, the Church should thank the Lord for this happy awakening and for the renewed generosity of young people. 
Some years later, John Paul II says that the Second Vatican Council gave the Church a rich treasure of doctrine, spirituality and a programme of pastoral activity regarding the theme of vocations and, because of its wide vision of the Church, the Council affirmed that the duty to increase the number of vocations “pertains to the whole Christian community” (Optatam totius, 2). Since a wide span of time had passed since the Council made this affirmation, John Paul II wants to  verify the fidelity of the Church to this great mother-idea of the Council in view of a major commitment. The Holy Father makes an assessment of the present situation in the twenty third Message for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations and he says that, notwithstanding the difficulties and challenges which the Church encountered in the years following the Council, without doubt it can be testified that there is a general increase in the awareness which the different communities of the Church are experiencing of their responsibility regarding the subject of vocations. He also says that in every part of the world there is an increasing number of young people who listen to the call of the Lord. “This is the news of a new spring of vocations”. However, John Paul II perceives that the problem is far from overcome because the number of vocations is not enough for the mission which the Church wants to accomplish in the world!

Paying tribute to Paul VI for inviting the Church to pray for vocations to the priesthood and to the consecrated life, John Paul II, commemorating the twenty fifth anniversary of the institution of World Day of Prayer for Vocations, is able to say that the problem of vocations in the Church is progressively being overcome wherever people grow in faith, live a new evangelization and the Easter mystery of Christ is incarnated in the lives of the Christian people as this is the programme which Paul VI had proposed to the Christian community in order that the Church might have the necessary priests and consecrated persons at its service.

Theological foundations of Vocations


John Paul II founds his theology of vocation on the person of Jesus Christ. Drawing his inspiration from the words of Jesus: “I came that they may have life and have it abundantly” (Jn 10,10),  the Pope reveals the mystery of the call which God makes to some of the followers of Jesus to become like the “Good Shepherd” himself and in due course  they become prepared to offer their lives for the whole of humanity the world-over and in all times “so there shall be one flock, one shepherd” (Jn 10, 16). This is the mystery of the call to a total consecration to God and to the Church. Jesus was the first person to give his life for the flock by obeying the Father who sent him: “Lo, I have come to do your will.” (Heb 10, 9) Jesus accomplished the will of his Father who was the source of life and who decided “to raise men to a participation of the divine life” (Lumen gentium 2). This is the life that is being offered to all men at all times through the Holy Spirit in the Church. In its turn the Church is the recipient of the Word of God, of the Sacraments and of the Ordained ministers and the consecrated life. 

John Paul II describes the Ordained ministry as a participation in the one Priesthood of Jesus Christ who offered himself on the cross and continues to offer himself in the Eucharist for the life and the salvation of man: “Do this in remembrance of me” (Lk 22, 19; I Cor 11, 24). The Holy Father affirms that every call to the priesthood should be understood, accepted and lived with the most intimate participation in the mystery of love. He shows very clearly that as a recipient of the gift of the Ordained ministry, the Church in its turn is the mother of vocations. While on the one hand vocations are a visible sign of the life of the Church, on the other hand the vocations to the Priesthood give life to the Church and they develop her life in order that it may offer a better service to humanity.

John Paul II highlights the consecrated life in the life of the Church and he considers it a grave responsibility for the Christian community to take care and see to it that the vocations to the consecrated life are on the increase. The accomplishment of this duty which Christians have can be accomplished “by a fully Christian life” (Optatam totius, 2). John Paul II makes an important question when he asks with what coherence can the consecrated people pray for vocations if their prayer is not effectively accompanied with a sincere search for conversion. And the Holy Father goes a step further when, more challengingly, he asks the consecrated persons to make a good examination of conscience of their lives. John Paul II says that the vocation of the persons who are totally consecrated to God and to the Church live the rhythm of receiving-and-giving. Since they receive so much, they have to give most generously. The richness of their spiritual life and their generous apostolic dedication constitute the right disposition to generate new vocations to the consecrated life. In fact, their witness and their cooperation in unity go hand in hand with Divine Providence in its outward-going attitude to love humanity.

In the Messages for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations, John Paul II makes many references to the biblical figure of the Good shepherd, and he also identifies himself with the Good Shepherd when he makes his own the solicitude of Jesus Christ for the flock without a shepherd. The question of vocations to the Ordained ministry and to the Consecrated life is very dear for John Paul II because He is convinced that the Good Shepherd, the Risen Christ, wants to guarantee his presence in the renewed humanity through those who along the years of history continue to accomplish the work of salvation daily and they will continue doing it up to the end of the world, because he wants to be alive and present in the midst of his people calling each one of his followers to listen to his love.

John Paul II envisages no limit to his wide vision of the world because, like the Good Shepherd who said, “I have other sheep that are not of this fold; I must bring them also, and they will heed my voice” (Jn 10, 16), in the multiple travels around the world, he sees what Jesus foresaw a long time ago, namely the multitudes, and, again, like Jesus, he “had compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd” (Mt 9, 36). This is what made Jesus exclaim: “The harvest is plentiful, but the labourers are few; pray therefore the Lord of the harvest to send out labourers into his harvest” (Mt 9, 37-38). John Paul II makes his own the sadness which Jesus was experiencing in his own time and in his foresight of the future at the sight of humanity wandering on its own because it is abandoned by its shepherds. But he looks forward and stands up to his faith in Jesus the Redeemer and he associates himself with Jesus to make himself the prime promoter of vocations in the Church. In his Messages for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations, John Paul II calls for many more people to join in with Jesus to bring the love of the Father to all humanity. This makes John Paul II exclude the sense of recruiting because He insists on the spiritual association with Jesus in the carrying out of the will of the Father that “there shall be one flock, one shepherd” (Jn 10, 16). 

John Paul II who from the very beginning of his Pontificate consecrated himself to Mary, Totus tuus, presents the Mother of Jesus as the Mother of the Redeemer and he calls Her the model of every one who is called; therefore Mary is the mediatrix of vocations. First of all, She is the “perfect model” because She came to know what God wanted Her to do in the plan of salvation and She resolutely followed the Lord by doing his will and, humbly and joyfully, accepted all the sacrifices which accompanied such a choice of service and love to Jesus. Mary never ceases to do Her work of intercession “to obtain the gifts of eternal salvation” (Lumen gentium, 62) and therefore, as John Paul II says, she obtains “the gifts of vocations”. “She is the mother of all vocations”, the Holy Father affirms, “and with the love of a Mother she collaborates in the regeneration and the formation of the sons and daughters of the Church”. John Paul II refers to the words which Jesus told his Mother while he was on the cross, “ ‘Woman, behold, your son’. Then he said to the disciple, ‘Behold your mother’” (Jn 19, 26-27) to show the place of Mary in the life of the disciples of Christ and Her new maternal spirituality, in the order of grace. The Holy Father affirms that more than anyone else Mary is interested that the plan of salvation reaches all and everyone so that all will collaborate with Jesus and he appeals to the Bishops, the priests, consecrated persons and catechists to present the maternity of Mary in promoting and guiding vocations to the priesthood and the consecrated life.

Very frequently John Paul II refers to the occurrence of the celebration of the World of Prayer for Vocations between the Resurrection of Jesus Christ and the coming of the Holy Spirit on the Church at Pentecost and He points out to the mysterious and profound transformation that took place in the first disciples who believed in the Risen Christ and who received the gift of the Holy Spirit. They were the humble people chosen by Jesus from among his disciples and they had their doubts and fears as the Gospel says. But they believed in the Risen Christ and with the outpouring of the Holy Spirit they were the Apostles, the witnesses of the Risen Lord. They modeled their lives and their work on Jesus the Good Shepherd. Then they announced the Good News to the world, they administered the works of redemption for which Jesus paid dearly on the cross and they took care of the communities of the followers of Jesus not only pasturing them at the present time but also calling and preparing people to take over their work in order to lead the Christian communities into the coming centuries. John Paul II says that not only centuries passed by but also two millennia and the Holy Church continues to be the Church of the Risen Christ and of Pentecost.

John Paul II says that “the Church gathers in itself all vocations which God calls from among her sons and daughters and she itself configures herself as the enlightened reflection of the Trinity” and it bears in itself the mystery of the Father who calls all to sanctify his name and to do his will; it guards the mystery of the Son who, sent by the Father to announce the Kingdom of God, invites all to follow him; and she is the depositary of the mystery of the Holy Spirit who consecrates for the mission of evangelization those whom the Father has chosen through his Son Jesus Christ. John Paul II considers the Church “the house of holiness”, and the charity of Christ infused by the Holy Spirit is the soul of the Church. It is within the Church that Christians offer mutual help and each one of them accomplishes his own vocation listening to the Word of God, in prayer and in an energetic participation in the Liturgy of the sacraments, as well as in the continual search of the face of Christ in every brother. In all this, the Church, enriched with the mystery of Christ, imparts holiness to each of her members and helps them to become workers in the vineyard of the Lord and builds them into her Body. Within this context of the Church, every vocation, but especially the call to the Ordained ministry and to the consecrated life become special vocations. John Paul II is very keen to remind that the Ordained ministry is essentially a call to holiness which means that the person called to the priesthood has a very dear and intimate union with God (cfr Pastores dabo vobis, 33) and the consecrated life is the profession of the evangelical counsels which bring a very close relationship with the mystery of Christ (cfr Vita consecrata, 29). At the same time, John Paul II says that though the Church is experiencing a scarcity in these vocations, this reality should not induce the Church to be more lenient in its demands for those who want to be priests and consecrated persons, and neither should this situation make the Church happy with offering a mediocre formation and spirituality! Rather, John Paul II insists with Bishops and formators on giving a greater attention to the selection and the formation of those who once they become ministers and witnesses of Christ, they will be called to confirm with their holiness of life those who are entrusted to their care.
The identity of the Priest and the Consecrated person

The Bishops who are the successors of the Apostles and the Priests who are the collaborators of the Bishops are the Bishops and the Priests of the Risen Lord. This is firmly taught by John Paul II in his Messages for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations. The Holy Father makes it very clear that by addressing his Messages to the Church he is specifically referring to the vocations to the Ordained ministry and to the consecrated life. He says that in the Christian life, every baptized person has a “call” from the Lord and all “vocations” are important. However, John Paul II says that the Lord Jesus in founding the Church, wanted to institute particular ministries which he wanted to entrust to those whom he freely chose from among his disciples. In fact, in fine tuning this specific call to the Ordained ministry, John Paul II says that Jesus chose the disciples to become priests to make and donate the Eucharist to all men, to forgive their sins, to preach the Gospel and to guide the community and he adds most emphatically: “The priests are necessary for the world because Christ is necessary” and again: “The Church has a great need of Priests”.

In order to make it ever more clear that the vocation to the Priesthood is a very specific one and without any fear of seeing young people getting scared to follow this vocation to the Priesthood, John Paul II makes it as hard as Jesus himself had made it very difficult for his disciples to follow him in the priesthood. John Paul says that the vocation to the Ordained ministry is a call to follow Jesus who is poor, chaste and obedient, in other words, like Jesus, John Paul II challenges the followers of Christ to render to Jesus their exclusive love. He also asks them to notice the readiness with which the Apostles, but also thousands and thousands of priests, deacons, consecrated persons, male and female, who reached the point of heroism to give witness to Christ who died and rose from death. Even today the seminaries and novice houses welcome young people who offer their lives to Christ to become priests and consecrated persons. If these words of John Paul II are just an appeal to young people, may be, many more will follow his call to become priests and consecrated persons; but since he is making a call to the specific vocation to follow Jesus in the Priesthood and in the consecrated life and he is making it clear that these calls amount to sacrifice, fewer young people than expected enter in the service of Christ Crucified and Risen! However, John Paul II lives with high hopes in his belief in the future of the vocation to the Ordained ministry founding His faith on the words of Jesus who says: “I am with you always, to the close of the age” (Mt 28, 20).

John Paul II brings to light the teaching of the Second Vatican Council with regard to the teaching of the specific nature of the vocation to the priesthood and the consecrated life and the unexchangeable value of the service of priests when He refers to Presbyterorum ordinis, 11: “Works favouring vocations, therefore, whether diocesan or national, are highly recommended to the consideration of priests (Optatam totius, 2). In sermons, in catechetical instructions, and written articles, priests should set forth the needs of the Church both locally and universally, putting into vivid light the nature and excellence of the priestly ministry, which balances heavy burdens with great joys, and in which in a special way, as the Fathers of the Church point out, the greatest love of Christ can be shown”. John Paul II says that “it is not enough to make a generic announcement of vocation in order to give rise to the vocations to the priesthood and to the consecrated life because, given their originality, these calls require an explicit and a personal appeal”.  The Holy Father refers to the letter which he wrote to young people in 1985 wherein he said that in talking to young people Christ ends with an explicit invitation to follow him: from a life lived on the basis of the commandments and seeing that they want to contribute more for the Kingdom, what is better than offering themselves to the priesthood and the consecrated life! John Paul II also refers to the Letter of Paul to the Ephesians 4, 11: “And his gifts were that some should be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers.” The Holy Father says that the vocations of special consecration know their origin to the baptismal vocation and they are nourished by it and they grow and get strengthened through a serious and constant care of the divine life received in Baptism and by making use of the means offered by a programme of spiritual life. Then, he addresses all those who are responsible of the formation of  vocations of special consecration like rectors of seminaries, spiritual fathers, teachers and others who share in this delicate task and he asks them to take care that the spiritual life of those called has a privileged place in formation. An important appeal is made by John Paul II when he addresses catechists and he tells them to make their students discover that the ministerial priesthood is a great free gift which God is offering to his Church for a more radical communion with the Priesthood of Christ; he also asks them to put in the right light the value of virginity and ecclesiastical celibacy which are ways offered by the Gospel because they lead to a total consecration to God and to the Church (cfr Perfectae caritatis, 12). In order to strengthen his appeal to educators to speak about the priesthood in a clear way, John Paul II refers to the last Message of  Paul VI for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations; “Make known these realities, teach these truths, make them understandable, striking, attractive as Jesus, Master and Pastor, knew how to make them so; so that no one, through our fault, may ignore that which he should know to direct his life in a different and better way”.

Prayer for vocations

In his very first Message for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations, John Paul II takes up the theme of prayer for vocations and he says that Christ himself commanded his followers to pray for this noble end. “Pray therefore the Lord of the harvest to send out labourers into his harvest.”  John Paul II launches a grand project of prayer first of all by saying that the Church should give a public witness of her faith and obedience to the command of the Lord and secondly by commanding  that this celebration of prayer should be made in the Cathedrals of the dioceses where Bishops gather to pray together with the clergy and the religious, male and female, missionaries, the aspirants to the priesthood and to the consecrated life, the people, including the young generation and insisting on many young people. He also wants parishes, communities, sanctuaries, colleges and places where there are people who are suffering should all be venues of this prayer for vocations. To all these places of worship, John Paul II adds the invisible monastery which he specifies to be the families and the hearts of people who believe wherefrom rises an invocation of prayer to the Lord of the harvest. In other words, John Paul II wants to create a universal “Upper room” where, like the one in Jerusalem, “all these with one accord devoted themselves to prayer, together with the women and Mary the Mother of Jesus, and with his brothers” (Acts 1, 14). The first Christian community was in prayer while expecting the coming of the Holy Spirit and his gifts which would help them to carry out the mission entrusted to them by Jesus to bring the Good news of salvation to all men.

John Paul II wants this prayer to be said in the Mass where the Eucharistic sacrifice is offered to the Father and this is because while celebrating this liturgical prayer, Jesus is present among his own. In fact it is he himself who is praying with the Church and for the Church and he makes sure that the Church obtains what she is demanding. The Holy Father strongly affirms that “the Eucharist, the source, centre and climax of the Christian life is the vital centre of the community that prays for vocations”. The Holy Father then quotes the phrase: “If two of you agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them.” (Mt 18, 19-20) John Paul II puts all his hope in this prayer because all are united in prayer and what is being prayed for is being asked for by Jesus and therefore He calls the World Day of Prayer for Vocations “the day of hope”.

For John Paul II, prayer for vocations is always necessary both when they are forthcoming and also when they are lacking! Knowing for sure that vocations in some parts of the Church are quite abundant and noticing their increase, John Paul II insists on Christians and the Christian communities that they have to thank God for answering the prayer of the Church for vocations are a great comfort and the cause of joy for the Church. In fact, he says that “every community, seeing the increase in numbers of those who discover the hidden treasure of the Kingdom of heaven and leave everything to dedicate themselves solely to the things that regard the Lord, must rejoice because this is the effect of the Word of God and the activity of the Holy Spirit”. Knowing also that much more has still to be done for vocations to increase, John Paul II says that “only the grace of God solicited by prayer can bridge the disproportion between the immense needs of universal salvation and the insufficient number of collaborators”. What Jesus experienced in his times when he said, “the harvest is plentiful”, John Paul II sees with His own eyes in many parts of the world and he experiences the sadness of Jesus when he sees many people astray and tired. John Paul II makes his own the words of Jesus to his followers, “I tell you, lift up your eyes, and see how the fields are already white for harvest” (Jn 4, 35) and he immediately quotes the famous phrase: “Pray…”. Several times John Paul II reminds the persons who are in pain because of sickness, difficult situations of life, left aside and spiritual distress to add their sufferings to the suffering of Jesus on the cross because this is an additional strength to the prayer of the Church and it helps the apostolate of vocations. 

Among the different kinds of prayer which John Paul II suggests to the Christian communities there is first of all the listening to the Word of God to welcome the divine light that directs the human heart of man. Sacred Scripture is a sure light when it is read, accepted and meditated upon in the Church. Approaching the great personalities of the Bible and above all the reading of the Gospel, Christians get prepared for surprising moments of enlightenment and radical personal choices. “When the Bible becomes the book of the community, then it becomes easier to listen and to accept the voice of God who calls.” Then, John Paul II says that the Christian communities need to know how to pray in order to know and be ready to do the will of the Lord. This is an essential element of the spiritual life which the Christians live day after day and it helps them to accept the invitation of the Lord to put themselves at the service of the spiritual, moral and material well-being of humanity. John Paul II promotes the prayer of the Liturgy which, however, must be accompanied with deep and prolonged times of personal prayer and silence spent in the presence of God, in order that prayer may help Christians to listen to God and take important decisions to serve the Church. John Paul II says that “through the Eucharist, the source of every vocation and ministry of the Church, Jesus continues to call people to follow him”. The Eucharist is where Jesus shows his identity which is the self-giving of himself for the salvation of man by dying and rising from death. At the same time, through the Eucharist, those who take part in it discover that they too can reach the maturity of Christ by giving themselves for others through suffering and sacrificing themselves for others becoming men-for-others. John Paul says that this self-offering can take the form of becoming ministers of the altar, while, for others, it may mean contemplating the beauty and depth of this mystery, and for others still it may become a service to the poor. He recalls the narrative of the disciples of Emmaus who at “the breaking of bread” discovered that the person who joined them on the way from Jerusalem was no stranger at all, but Jesus himself and they renewed their faith in him and followed him once more. At this point, John Paul II encourages young people to love and adore Jesus in the Eucharist. He tells them to be present at Mass which renders Jesus sacramentally present while suffering on the cross and he comes to them in Holy Communion; but he also remains with them present in the tabernacle. With a striking force, John Paul II says, “from him you can draw the courage to be his apostles in this particular time of history”. 
John Paul II’s soft spot for young people

From the very first Message for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations, John Paul II addresses young people in general and each one them and He calls them “the hope of the Church and my hope too”. Making himself one with young people, John Paul II reminds them of various answers which young people gave to Jesus: “Immediately they left their nets and followed him” (Mt 4, 20); “And he left everything, and rose and followed him” (Lk 5, 28); “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life” (Jn 6, 68); “What shall I do, Lord?” (Acts 22, 10). John Paul II recalls that since that time, many young people, male and female, answered freely to God who called them and He says that they chose the priesthood, the consecrated life as the aim and ideal of their lives; then, they served the Church and humanity. The Holy Father courageously turns to the young people of today and he challenges them: “Now it is your turn to respond. Are you afraid?” He does not take a “No” as an answer and he begins a dialogue with young people saying to them, “Our life is a gift from God”. Speaking with young people, John Paul II uses the first person plural! And he says, “We have to do something good and there are various ways how to spend our lives in the service of human and Christian ideals. I am speaking to you today about your total consecration to God in the priesthood and in the consecrated life because Christ needs you. Christ wants to exercise his priesthood through your priestly consecration and mission. He wants to speak with your voices. He wants to consecrate the bread and wine and forgive sins through you. He wants to love with your hearts, help with your hands, save people with your labour. Think about this seriously and behold, your answer goes directly to Christ who calls you for such great things”. Putting all his trust in young people, John Paul II tells young people that he knows that they are going to tell Him that they find it difficult to do what he is telling them; but his answer is very surprising: “Love overcomes every difficulty”, he says. In fact love is the answer to every vocation whether it is for the ministerial priesthood and for the consecrated life. John Paul II assures the young that this love is yet another gift from Christ to the young people themselves!

John Paul II speaks to young people in the name of the Church too, he says, “the Church of Jesus has to continue her mission of salvation in the world and therefore she needs you because her work is enormous”. John Paul II makes this request to young people not as their head and neither as their equal, but as the humble and fervent servant of the love which moved Jesus when he called the disciples to follow him. Speaking of the Church, John Paul II says that the Lord Jesus, in instituting the Church, wanted to found special ministries which he entrusts to his disciples whom he freely chooses to be with him. And this is why Jesus is inviting a number of his followers, more than anyone can suppose, to participate in the ministerial priesthood especially to give the Eucharist to humanity, to forgive their sins, to preach the Gospel and to take care of the community. John Paul II says to young people: “Jesus is counting on you to accomplish this marvelous mission”. John Paul II answers all their objections and difficulties by giving them the example of the apostles and the thousands of people who already have answered positively to the Lord. John Paul II was happy to see the results of his efforts to encourage young people to take up the ministerial priesthood and the consecrated life because He says: “Without doubt there is a general increase of responsibility within the different Christian communities as regards vocations and notwithstanding their problems, challenges and difficulties experienced in the past years, the number of young people who take account of the call of the Lord  in every part of the world is on the increase and this is a new spring of vocations”.

John Paul II rejoices at the very moment that he thinks of the young generation of people and he feels so much at ease when he places them within the context of the love which Jesus had for young people. He likes to meditate and dwell for long on the narrative of the “rich young man” and he sees in it all the essential elements which constitute the life of the youth. “What must I do to inherit eternal life? ( Mk 10, 17) ” For John Paul II this is a constitutive dimension of youth because it is a question that is rooted in the very being of a person who is realizing that he is in existence and there should be a meaning for life as well as that there should be a plan for him originating from God. So, after all, what is the will of God for such a person? John Paul II then takes up the task to explain the attitude with which Jesus greets the rich young man who at so young an age he had already made an effort to lead a good life in obeying the commandments and he says that Jesus “looking upon him, loved him” (Mk 10, 21). The heart of the young man met the heart of Jesus wherefrom came the invitation of Jesus to the young man: “You lack one thing; go, sell what you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, and follow me.” John Paul II, launches four reasons in favour of answering favourably to the Lord: (i) youth is a richness full of potentialities, (ii) the discovery that life is essentially self-giving, (iii) life in communion with Jesus makes a living member of the Church, (iv) in following Jesus young people understand the vocation to the priesthood and the consecrated life. John Paul II also finds other four major difficulties in the refusal of the rich young men of today: (i) the sadness of young people, (ii) there are many motives why they distance themselves from Jesus, (iii) they do not find to whom they can make their questions and (iv) they run the risk of never growing up.

John Paul II comes to the conclusion that the Church must accompany young people and He wants the Church to get into dialogue with young people. John Paul II invites the Church to be like Jesus who accompanied the disciples from Jerusalem to Emmaus and face their perplexities, resistances and contradictions by announcing the “Good News” of the Scriptures to them. He firmly says: “What is needed today is a Church for young people which addresses and kindles their hearts, comfort them and fill them with enthusiasm and joy for the Gospel and love for the Eucharist”. John Paul II says that only then can the Church ask hard things from young people so that they may surrender their hearts to serve her and to serve humanity in her name as priests and consecrated persons. The Holy Father says that this is the essential element of a plan for young people in the Church: the specific work for vocations to the priesthood and the consecrated life finds its vital space in the pastoral work for youth and on the other hand, the pastoral work for young people finds its fullness when it opens the hearts of young people to meet the will of God and accept the particular vocations of ministerial priesthood and the consecrated life.

John Paul II ‘s project for the pastoral work for vocations

John Paul II brings hope to the Church when He says that the crisis of vocations will be progressively overcome wherever a good programme of re-evangelization is introduced in the Christian communities, the Paschal Mystery of Christ becomes a reality in the lives of Christians and young people are shown clearly the truths regarding the vocations to the ministerial priesthood and the consecrated life. This vast programme of vocation promotion which is proposed by the Holy Father in his Messages for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations, finds the right environment in the great feasts of Easter and Pentecost wherein the Church presents the vocations to the priesthood and the consecrated life to its communities by explaining that God is their origin and through them God wants to bring salvation to men by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and bring them to holiness by the Holy Spirit. 

The Second Vatican Council confirmed that the territorial parish is the normal and the primary but not the exclusive place where the pastoral care of the people is exercised. John Paul II refers particularly to the parish as the special place where this vast programme of vocation promotion should be made.  He also says that the pastoral work for vocations is not a marginal but a fully fledged activity inserted in the life of the Christian community. “Bishops are being forced to leave some Christian communities without pastors!” This increasing need of vocations to the ministerial priesthood and the consecrated life adds an extra pressure on the Church and it recalls the sad cry of Jesus: “The harvest is plentiful, but the labourers are few!” (Mt 9, 37). John Paul II says that the dire need of priests is an urgent matter and he adds: “Jesus did not want a Church without priests. If priests are lacking, then even Jesus is absent and the Eucharist and Penance cannot be served to the faithful!” John Paul II also says also that the vocations to the consecrated life are urgently needed and their decline cannot be passively accepted by the Christian communities. “Communities which are poor in vocations impoverish the Church, while, on the contrary, communities rich in vocations enrich the Church”. John Paul II very forcefully appeals to all the constituent members and bodies of the parishes: families, small communities, Christian movements, groups and associations of Christians should all take a stand in the promotion of vocations, pray together and organize all sorts of activities to promote vocations to the ministerial priesthood and the consecrated life.

John Paul II addresses each component of the Christian community and he appeals to its particular nature to give its special contribution to vocations. John Paul II says that along the history of the Church, Christ made use of the example and the words of  priests to knock at the hearts of many young people, and many of them replied with great generosity to the call to the priesthood and they became apostles and saints through their vocation. The Holy Father says that today priests should not miss this role in the work for vocations. In order to be effective in the promotion of vocations priests must first of all excel in prayer and enter into a most intimate union with Jesus. In other words, John Paul II insists that the holiness of priests to which is added their witness through their full dedication in the service of the Church, strengthen their words and pastoral activity and they become much more persuasive and effective in the work for vocations. John Paul II is strong in affirming that the preaching of priests and consecrated persons with regards to vocations should be primarily a courageous announcement that today Christ continues to call as before and God makes use of today’s priests and consecrated persons to call the young people of today to follow him in these vocations. John Paul II believes that in many parts of the world there is a new generation of young people which is open to prayer and it is searching God, while, at the same time, it is willing to participate in the life of the Church and of society. In order that the yearning of these young people will not be disappointed, they have to be guided by spiritual directors in order to find the will of God for them, discern his will with regard to their vocation and possibly give him a generous consent. John Paul II says clearly that priests working with young people should open their vision about the vocations to the ministerial priesthood and the consecrated life and, in this regard, He makes a special reference to n. 42 of the Conclusive document of the Second International Congress of Vocations (1981). John Paul II promises great joy and the biggest success in their pastoral apostolate, if priests work for vocations to the priesthood and the consecrated life. 

John Paul also addresses Christian communities and asks them to be the intermediaries and instruments for the promotion of vocations. But what are the essentials of the community in order to become the medium of vocations? John Paul II says they should be lively communities, especially by being “fully Christian” so that they can beget new vocations; prayerful communities, because vocations are the gifts of God to a community in prayer especially participating in the Eucharist; communities which are able to call, because many young people show John Paul II that they are interested in vocations to the priesthood and to the consecrated life and it is not enough for them to have just a generic knowledge of vocation, but “they want to pass from living the ten commandments to the following of Christ in the specific vocations like the priesthood and the consecrated life!” 

Another important component of the Christian communities which is addressed by John Paul II and which has to take up the work for vocations with seriousness are the parents who have a prime mission in the Church and in society. John Paul II says that many times vocations to the priesthood and the consecrated life are born and grow in the families. He refers tothe Council and says that the Bishops called the family “the first seminary” because it provides the good conditions to help vocations bloom. John Paul II says to parents that they are to consider it an honour that a son and a daughter are called by God because these are special gifts of God himself. 

Another category in the Christian community that contributes to vocations are the catechists and John Paul II reminds them what he wrote in Catechesi tradendae: “As regard vocations to the priesthood and the consecrated life, it is certain that many vocations sprang in the course of a catechesis well prepared for boys and girls and adolescents” (n.39). This is because catechesis is the foundation of the authentic and free dialogue with the Father whereby the Church guides the faithful through a journey of faith and conversion listening to the Word of God and becoming ever-more ready to do the will of God in life. John Paul II says that by living their Christian faith,  the faithful do not only have a general idea of God’s plan of salvation but also the particular will which God has for each and every one of them. In fact, catechesis helps the faithful to enter into a life of prayer with the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit and it makes it possible for the individual to translate into action what he believes God is telling him in prayer regarding his participation in the salvation plan which God wants to work out among all men in this point of time. Catechesis also helps the person to answer positively to the demands which God is making to him and therefore to offer his own life to help in the mission of the Church by following Jesus in the ministerial priesthood and in the consecrated life. John Paul II wants catechists to teach the men of today that God is love because he is the Creator, the Redeemer and the Sanctifier. Catechists can lead especially the young and tell them that God needs their help to work out his salvation plan for all men and help them to have a wide vision of the priesthood as a great and free gift from God to the Church, the consecrated life endowed with the evangelical counsels and of celibacy embraced for the sake of the Kingdom of heaven. John Paul II insists with parents and catechists that it is their duty to help the young ones to become mature in their Christian life by listening to the Word of God, taking full part in the liturgy, fulfilling their duties and, of course, in choosing their state of life.  All this depends on the Christian maturity of the catechists themselves becoming more prayerful and making their lives more coherent with the life of the Gospel.

John Paul II addresses Catholic schools which are attended by an innumerable mass of students and in particular the teachers. The Catholic school constitutes an educational community that is charged by the Church to contribute to the full formation of man and of the Christian, and therefore the school is called to take care of the seeds of vocation which the Spirit sows in the hearts of young people. Because of its very nature, the Catholic school should prepare the young ones to be able to announce the Gospel in terms which are understood in the culture of today which is characterized by a worrying absence of the values of the Gospel. John Paul II affirms that the education imparted in the school should provide a Christian direction to the life of the students, but it should not mislead them in their vocational choices. John Paul II says that teachers also share in this same contribution to the promotion of vocations and they should be able to find a way how to make the call of Christ and of the Church reach their students. In fact, educating means helping students to discover their vocation in the Church and in human society and the vocation should not be presented in a generic way, but in a specialized way so that the Christian students can know that they can dedicate themselves to the service of the Church. This kind of education can be effective only if the teachers give witness to their Christian life and to their life of prayer. John Paul insists that since the school is at the service of the Church, without any kind of conditioning, it should present to the students the needs of the Church and especially those connected to the need of priests and members of the consecrated life. John Paul II also addresses teachers who work in non-Catholic educational institutions where, besides their competence to teach their subjects, they also bear a personal witness to their Catholic faith.

Yet another category  which contributes to the vocations to the ministerial priesthood and to the consecrated life are the movements, Catholic groups and associations both on the universal level and also on the local level as long as they open themselves to the universal Church and to the local Church. First of all, John Paul II makes his point about the value of movements and associations in a negative way saying that an ecclesial community that lacks the testimony of true Christians is indeed a very poor community. On the other hand, positively, the Christian community that is rich with the presence of people who, individually and together, give witness to a mature Christian life is prone to generate new vocations to the lay state and to the priesthood and the consecrated life. Priests and consecrated persons are already found in such communities and movements and their witness is more than ever needed to beget new vocations in the service of the Church. John Paul II emphasizes the contribution of Christians through their witness of life by referring to Lumen gentium, 46 and to what Paul VI said in his Evangelica testificatio, 3: “Witness is a continual search for God, a unique and undivided love for Jesus Christ and a commitment for the growth of the Kingdom of God. Without it, the charity that gives life to the entire Church becomes lukewarm, the paradox of the Gospel is softened and the salt loses its taste in such a way that all leads to secularization”.  John Paul II recalls that all along its long history the Church has been marked with lay people, priests and consecrated persons who excelled in their unlimited love for Jesus Christ and in the last centuries, these witnesses were most enlightening in the secular life that marked those times, being leaven of holiness and bringing to life innumerable works of charity inspired by the Gospel.

John Paul II knows very well that the pastoral work for vocations to the priesthood and the consecrated life constitutes a very difficult ministry, however, he also knows that it can be exercised through the witness of those who received these vocations and love their vocation. If those who are already priests and consecrated persons are happy with their vocation they nourish themselves daily with their encounter with the Eucharist and they succeed to transmit it to many young people. John Paul II is referring to those who are directly involved in the work for vocations and, notwithstanding such a burdensome work, they do it with enthusiasm. He encourages them not to lose heart when faced with difficulties because “the seed which is planted with generosity bears an abundant fruit”. The Holy Father asks every priest and consecrated person to discover more and more the beauty of his vocation and to give witness to it to others with his joy of having being chosen for such a vocation. John Paul II imparts this important commitment to priests in order that they never renounce to propose such a high and noble idea to young people. Normally the call of the Lord is mediated through the example and the lives of men who are experiencing joy in their vocation even if it involves a lot of suffering!  John Paul II dares to say that “the world of today needs holy priests and persons totally consecrated to the service of God. This is why, therefore, a vast and refined work for vocations need to be enhanced in the Church.

Conclusion

In his Messages for the World Day of Prayer for Vocations, John Paul II shows that he knew not only the situation of vocations in the Church and the bad effects that it is having on the pastoral activity of the Church, but he also knows how to guide the Church away from the crisis of vocations and provide her with the means at its disposal to help young people to take up the challenge and become priests and consecrated persons in the Church of today. John Paul II appreciated every effort that was made by the Church, like the Continental congresses in Latin America, in Europe and in North America. He not only wrote twenty seven Messages for the World Day of prayer for Vocations, but he promoted actively the Synod of Bishops about the Formation of Priests in 1990 and He wrote the post-synodal Exhortation, Pastores Dabo Vobis wherein he proposed a full scale pastoral plan for vocations. John Paul II returned to the theme of vocations every time he met young people the world over.
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