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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Fostering Vocations in Postmodernity
Mario Farrugia, S.J.


Douglas Coupland - the author of Generation X, a novel that gave its name to a whole generation - through some poetic prose analyses contemporary society and portrays a culture that defies definitions as it tries to live ‘beyond’ God. In the section «Things that fly», dedicated to «anyone who’s ever broken up with someone else», he jots down the following linguistic picture: 

And then I got just plain lonely and just so fed up with all the badness in my life and in the world and I said to myself, «Please, God, just make me a bird - that’s all I ever really wanted - a white graceful bird free of shame and taint and fear of loneliness, and give me other white birds among which to fly, and give me a sky so big and wide that if I never wanted to land, I would never have to».

But instead God gave me these words, and I speak them here.1

Coupland identifies some cross-currents that do shape everyday life. A basic dissatisfaction incites individuals to seek new experiences that outline new forms of existence. Far from passing any moral judgment, Coupland points to the need that many deal with, as they try to add splashes of colour to their tasteless routine. While ‘white’ may brighten spirits and outshine other hues, flight expresses a desire to aim at lofty ideals, rise above drab scenarios, and reach toward higher peaks. There is much more than a simple desire to escape: flight, in fact, does offer a better view of things and surroundings as they recede into the distance. Though loneliness on the ground is abandoned gladly, it turns into something positive when God breaches solitude and one can start riding inebriating air-currents. 


Coupland’s picture does not indicate any solution to the solitude that is left behind; nor does he state whether God could answer the prayer and provide the latter with some other birds as companions. God, though, does come up with the divine gift of words: these translate the prayer-picture into meaningful communication. But whom is Coupland writing to? Is he addressing a passive audience who may like to dream but is unlikely to spring into action? Or is his reader an active listener who, while already flying and enjoying life, likes to share a dream and enhance another’s existence?

I. Response to Meaning

1.1 A ‘Catholic’ Icon

«If anything brought home the stature of John Paul II, it was the sight of all the major networks covering his funeral live at 3:30 a.m. yesterday - and keeping their anchors off camera for almost the entire ceremony»: so did Alessandra Stanley’s begin her write-up on John Paul II’s funeral.2 «An estimated four million pilgrims are thought to have come to Rome for the funeral», reported Philippe Naughton, «and at least two million followed it on vast television screens in parks and public places across the city».3 «Very many are the faithful who came to assist and take part in a vigil that will be remembered in history», wrote the Corriere della Sera on April 3. «In the first place were the young, but there were also many families who brought along their children. [They stayed] squatting on the ground, kneeling, or holding plain rosary beads».4

Comments could be quite varied. «I am as agnostic as one can be, but death of dear John Paul II really hit me hard.» «I was born in 1978. He was MY Pope, he followed my whole life». «You were, you are and you will be our favourite Holy Father. We miss you a lot». «The world mourns the loss of a great icon». The one-liner of a 55 year-old drives home a point that touches many a chord: «This is the first Pope that ever took my interest».5

Unexpected sentiments and unverbalised feelings took hold of hundreds of thousands, as they dealt with the Pontiff’s loss. Around St Peter’s, believers found it hard to express in words what they went through. For many the world over, those April days provided a unique experience of the ‘sacred’ and the ‘holy’ as attractively alluring and personally meaningful.


In Millennials Rising - a trendy, sociological analysis of the new generations - Neill Howe and William Strauss carry a quote from the St Louis Post-Dispatch, published on January 28, 1998.6 The paper reported a 14-hour long, Christian rock concert in St Louis that came to a close with John Paul II’s participation. «A 78-year-old man, often criticized by adult Catholics for his failure to modernize the Catholic Church, is genuinely, obviously cherished and revered by the Millennial Generation. Go figure».  The paper unintentionally blended together the characteristics of existence that Coupland outlined above: words and colour, meaning and harmony, light and direction, flight and belonging. The young simply took it all in!

1.2 Beauty, the key to Meaning

Recalling that St Louis’ event Jon Soucy, a 1999 graduate of Georgetown, commented: «The truth is, Catholic youth are just like any other youth: they’re interested in listening to popular music, hanging out with friends, and in dealing with the ordinary problems and with the larger questions of life that they are beginning to face as they mature». He explained as follows these ‘larger questions’: 

As a recent college graduate, I have a pretty good handle on what people of my generation need. We are the generation whose parents have divorced at an alarming rate. We are the generation that has seen our parents’ generation’s wealth, and we are unimpressed. We are a generation that feels unloved and aimless in a world caught up in sex, money, and power. We have inherited the leftovers of the Sixties. We have inherited the hopelessness, the pain, and the darkness that came with the sexual revolution and the ‘Me Generation’.7

Postmodernity treasures the call to beauty as ‘the’ chance to savour and relish a world of meaning. Society at present is always ready to be swooped off by colour and music, and yearns after any positive challenge that points to unfettered creativity. Postmodernity questions neat definitions, negates hard objectivity, challenges abstract universals, and abhors unchanging constants.8 In St Peter’s Square, some bystanders could offhandedly state, they did wait for hours to pay homage to the Pope they loved though, they added, they could not share his outlook and his teaching. Howe and Strauss, though, would question whether postmodernity simply provides one answer to such a dilemma. If the generation Coupland stands for - that of the eighties and the nineties - shies away from universals and definitions, the new, successive generation Howe and Strauss outline positively welcomes a world of meaning:

As a group, Millennials are unlike any other youth generation in living memory.  They are more numerous, more affluent, better educated, and more ethnically diverse.  More important, they are beginning to manifest a wide array of positive social habits ... including a new focus on teamwork, achievement, modesty, and good conduct.9

Authority and authoritativeness are two, distinct phenomena. Meaning is subjectively authoritative, as it calls for attention and respect. The moment it lays a claim to ‘objectivity’, it appears to bind a perceiver’s creativity and limit the latter’s freedom of action. In postmodern society, the perceiver is the key to meaning. The observer attributes validity to some thing, as long as it exercises attraction and captivates the person’s attention. Once it loses its appeal and its attractiveness starts to fade away, the knower may choose to deconstruct whatever lies at one’s disposal, rediscover beauty, and try to remould personal harmony. The older, postmodern generation would question and openly challenge ‘metanarratives’ (to adopt J.-F. Lyotard’s widely-accepted definition).10 The younger generation would appreciate the chance to belong to a well-ordered world, where it can lay claim to the attention those around, just as much as it dislikes measuring itself with objective transcendentals, the backbone of traditional metaphysics. 


While experiencing the attractiveness of the one, the true, the good and the beautiful, those in their thirties will reject values they themselves have not created and / or chosen. On the contrary, young adults today «think and talk about their faith, and do more with it, than older people realize. It matters to them».11 Given, therefore, that the postmodern appreciates the attraction to beauty and truth, someone from the older generation may want to deconstruct that value just for the sake of novelty. On the contrary, a teenager or young adult may well choose to ‘dwell’ within that value, without questioning it. Thus, while postmoderns acknowledge the presence and validity of transcendentals, they can react to them in diverse, even opposite ways. 


The few comments carried above on John Paul’s demise do exemplify such a typical variety of attitudes. The Pontiff was (a) a meaningful ‘icon’ (the presence of a value that the subject acknowledges), (b) someone who did strike a chord (a meaning that demands some form of reaction), and (c) «MY» Pope (an appropriated symbol).

1.3 Image processing

Harold D. Horell, Assistant Professor of Religious Education at the Fordham University Graduate School of Religion and Religious Education, sums up Howe and Strauss’ analysis of two generations as follows:

As mentors of today’s youth and young adults we may at times be somewhat at a loss. Contemporary youth and young adults are from Generation X and the Millennial Generation. Gen Xers were born between the early 1960s and early 1980s, while Millennials include those born from the early 1980s to the present (Howe and Strauss 1993, 2000). These two age cohorts have grown up within the era of the cultural shift from modernity to postmodernity. That is, the ebb and flow of our multifaceted, often ambiguous, and increasingly postmodern world of today provides the baseline of experience for Gen Xers and Millennials. They are often acutely aware that there are multiple modes of rationality and that all knowledge is grounded in specific times and places. Rather than learning to think in terms of linear progression, Gen Xers and Millennials are challenged to become sophisticated at processing the multiple images and perspectives available on every topic in our contemporary communication and computer age.12

The family background of these two generations is quite diverse. Those who belong to the older one, as described by Howe and Strauss, made do with parents who for various reasons did not invest much time and energy in their children’s nurturing. Reacting to their upbringing, today’s parents nurture their children as the latter move through their busy schedules. Howe and Strauss think, parents did tighten up on their children and watch over them round the clock. Buoying their offspring’s feelings, they instil as value that one can attain any desire; such an increasing self-confidence differentiates adolescents and young adults from earlier generations. Parenting is more concerned with success in life than with teaching something useful. 


As today’s adolescents move into young adulthood, they take in an incredible, constant flow of information which projects them into a diversity of different ‘worlds’. As each field of interest claims allegiance, they learn to cope by processing information as fast as they can; as the next source of interest lays claim on their attention, they must be ready. Present educational systems foster encyclopaedic knowledge the subject can process, as the need arises. The fact that education appears to have lost its ability to impart skills constitutes the downside of this information onslaught. Naomi Baron, a linguistics professor, holds that education processes turn young people into an «information broadcaster». Focussed on the self, they crave for an attentive audience. With unlimited access to information technology, they can look for such an audience through a chat room or a web log. Young people, besides, seem to have short attention spans. They no longer use professional achievements, wealth or success to evaluate parents or teachers. Personal feelings, interesting or boring, carry the day. Baron concludes: 

Education, for better or worse, used to be founded on the premise that the person at the front had something to share. Now we have all become group facilitators. We are these ‘guides on the sides’ who get the Small-group discussions going.13

The young, according to Alicia Mosier, are left alone when it comes to ultimate values: they figure out values on their own. Parents and teachers do not help, as they seem to lack the necessary know-how. In the developed and developing worlds, many conclude that «bad things have to be fixed by hard work and good intentions». Citing from David Brooks’ «The Organization Kid»14, Mosier laments the absence of a «tragic sense of life». As the older generation continues to fall short and fail to transmit existential values, Mosier deplores a «disconnection from traditions of moral education» and yearns after something similar to Augustine’s vision of human existence.15

Young people often experience considerable amounts of pressure. To stay abreast of a fast world and cope with their many undertakings, the young easily move into multitasking. They learn to switch on and off between diverse operations and divert their attention to what seems important there and then. Educators are well aware that students message each other or surf the net as they attend classes or lectures. Were educators to invite students to pay more attention, the latter would be lost for words. By student standards, their attention neither waned nor wavered! They can mentally process two or more things concurrently, just as any computer can do. Educators might even think, students could be overreacting as they vent their surprise and unease. 


Within such a tech-savvy society, the divide between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots’ is increasing all the time. On January 21, 2000, Asiaweek’s leader reformulated the technological watershed as follows: «The emerging divide is no longer between the traditional haves and have-nots, but between those nations that are wired and those that are not».16 The digital divide is gradually turning itself into an alarmingly ‘hot’, political issue. Whenever it interlinks with illiteracy and an impossibility to upgrade labour potentialities, it dooms in their prime individuals and groups, and converts ‘have nots’ into lifelong, social liabilities.


As the ‘haves’ enhance potentialities and diversify choices, they find it harder to ‘submit’ to authority-figures. They entertain high expectations of themselves and their surroundings, and do not take ‘no’ for an easy answer. When that happens, they do all they can to customize circumstances to their needs-cum-desires. They automatically shy away from time-consuming pastimes such as reflection and discernment as these slow life down. Does this mean that, when they consider their future, the ‘haves’ entertain brighter prospects as they shun commitments? Are the ‘have nots’ better prepared to reflect on their status, and on the needs of others? Are they emotionally better equipped than the ‘haves’ to deal with life’s commitments?


If calls to minister to others can be nurtured as life-giving mental pictures, could the ‘have nots’ be in a better position to understand and adopt them? At the beginning of the Third Millennium, is the Church’s situation somewhat similar to the community Paul found in Corinth? 

Consider your call, brethren; not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth; but God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong, God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God (1Cor 1:26-29).

1.4 Nurturing the Self ... in Relation

In «Toward a Christian Post-Postmodern Concept of Self», Dennis Hiebert situates the Christian self at the intersection of nature and nurture, creation and grace, gift and formation. Four unique characteristics outline the Christian understanding of the ‘self’.17 (i) First, the ‘self’ is the object of God’s love. This special self-image stimulates Christians to look at everything ‘through God’s eyes’ and comprehend their unique relationship with God as that between lover and beloved. (ii) In postmodernity, though, as believers learn to cope with an apparent ‘absence’ of God, they still know that they are chosen by God and can choose God. (iii) The Creator offers each person free agency, participatory stewardship, and responsible dominion, without any strings attached. This Christian self-understanding is thus liberating and refreshing, exhilarating and exalting. (iv) Finally, as believers respond to the call coming from others, from their world, and from God, they do so lovingly and refuse to receive, consume and squander love. 


Adopting the image of a jazz band, Hiebert explains how Christians should respond to God’s love: though all need to play an instrument and exercise their virtuosity, they tune in with the other players and play within the one musical structure the one melody of faith. Each individual does not just live with others but, first and foremost, chooses to do so for others.


In 1938, Henry A. Murray produced a list of psychological needs that would later develop into personality traits. He classified the ‘sexual’, partner-oriented instincts as (a) the sex instinct proper, (b) the seeking of gratification, (c) the actions that come with deep emotions, (d) love and humane feeling, and (e) narcissistic love. He distinguished the fourth into ‘affiliation’ or ‘friendship, social inclinations’, and ‘nurturance’ or ‘maternal tenderness’.18 Through affiliation, individuals «draw near and enjoyably co-operate or reciprocate with an allied» other, «please and win the affection» of that other, and «adhere and remain loyal» to that friend. According to Murray, nurturance means «to give sympathy and gratify the needs of a helpless» other, «to assist» another «in danger», and «to feed help, support, console, protect, comfort, nurse, heal».19

When Murray formulated his definitions, he did study the weak and the strong, the unsuccessful and the sturdy, the ‘have nots’ and the ‘haves’. In postmodern society such qualifiers need to be reconsidered. While a century or so ago affiliation and nurturing did shape personalities, in a society that appears to do and undo meaning all the time, affiliation and nurturing can become life and death issues. Today, affiliations change as often as quicksands and individuals continue to waver under the burden of solitude; but, as long as affiliation lasts albeit for a short time, it does generate a sense of belonging and direction. In the meantime, trying to stimulate and satisfy the other’s emotional needs may be difficult: any friendship’s mettle can easily run aground on the shoals of the many demands and unpredictable expectations.


If Christian existence needs to measure itself with a ‘postmodern’ society, pastoral theology needs to rethink affiliation and nurturing. Christians do belong to their times and cultures: within that context does God sustain them and call them to belong to His one family.


The self’s former points of reference can limit the ‘self’, as they hem that self’s sphere of action. Friendships tend to be nurturing and refreshing, till they are formalised. Long standing companionships, that could be marriages in all but name, can flounder a short while after a marriage ceremony (civil or religious). Meaning stands or falls with what the individual goes through: it can neither be required of - nor deputed to - the decision of any other. To continue with Hiebert’s image of a jazz band, creative individuals can continue playing their instruments their own way. When a virtuoso feels at home within harmony, something great has happened. If the virtuoso forces discord upon others, others need to play on till a better result occurs.


Younger generations grow up with a sharp awareness of their individual achievement. The self - a collage of images and sensations - is apparently the ultimate criterion. Success either takes the shape of general well-being, or rests on the attainment of some long-awaited dream. The more ‘self’ there is, the further does a person move toward self-fulfilment. Though the postmodern freedom does not tolerate a meaning that lies outside the self’s reach, it gladly accepts the presence of the other as gift or opportunity.20 The moment the other lays claim to permanence, that very moment the relationship may come to an end. Whenever one party lays claim to an unending interaction, that claim becomes a threat. Freedom must continue to be the hallmark that authenticates and sustains human behaviour.


Though ‘alliance’ is central to Old and New Testament spirituality, contemporaries might mistakenly conceive God as one who restrains their freedom. As long as postmoderns understand that God fosters human freedom, they can appreciate and bask in His self-giving. Were the Church to explain their relationship with God in terms of permanence or stability, they might feel themselves cajoled into the unbecoming role of grateful recipients or miserable debtors. 


Contemporaries also detest negative feedback (‘You are either not up to it’; ‘You can never be on par with the other’; or ‘You cannot pay back your debt’). If, according to revelation, God fashioned humans as stewards and caretakers of creation, postmodern reaction could be: ‘Humans are not in charge!’ Individuals can feel overwhelmed by a Creator who pushes them into some straightjacket. Philip Hefner, though, interprets the Creator-God of Genesis as the one who calls humanity to become co-creators.21 Contemporaries are happy, when they can mete out love which others freely reciprocate; they feel uneasy, the moment they are aware they either need love, or love is required of them.


If Hiebert’s four characteristics of Christian existence - (i) being loved, (ii) choosing and being chosen, (iii) being a gift, and (iv) being called - hold true in a ‘postmodern’ Church, pastoral theology needs to rethink affiliation and nurturing. Besides, ecclesiology and the theology of ‘vocation’ require three clear points of reference: (a) a God who calls, (b) a people of life-givers, and (c) individuals who respond to God as part of God’s own people. 


Troubled by a Church that, in their minds, upholds clear boundaries rather than welcomes their suggestions, some Catholics do decide to opt out. They may even go on treasuring God’s call, as they continue objecting to some facet of the Church’s life. They find it hard to belong to an organisation that, they think, may limit and curtail their ‘unlimited’ freedom of choice. As members of the one Church, they still feel entitled to respond to God’s gratuitous love as they deem best. Many among them aren’t aware that, forty years ago, Vatican II has interpreted the unique role of the Church’s hierarchy as a ministry of service and pointed to the universal call to holiness as the fundamental identifier of any Catholic existence.22 Finally, they distinguish between a service that is freely chosen and another that is entrusted; they might think the latter a ‘duty’ to be implemented or a ‘job’ to be carried out. 


Any Christian calling that entails a life of service is like a gamble which is drawn out over a period of time. Once placed, it is played in a succession of diverse hands or moves. Many can shy away from ministry, once it is univocally explained as a ‘lifelong commitment’. On the contrary, the many little actions the individual freely interweaves form an elaborate and intricate pattern only at the end of a process. With God’s grace and the Church’s assistance, believers can do it; but grace and assistance can never substitute the individual’s hand at the game called ‘life’.


Can a shift in perspective, or a switch in emphasis, contain the downward trend in vocations? Can the Church optimistically envisage the day when the present dearth of labourers in God’s vineyard can once again become bounty? 


That such a transformation may be possible, believers need to assess postmodernity as a ‘sign of the times’. Individuals would then look at ministering within the Church as something feasible; it can lead them to self-fulfillment and self-completion. Jesus himself dwelt on finding one’s life: «He who finds his life will lose it, and he who loses his life for my sake will find it».23
II. Two Models of Formation

2.1 Formation as a training ‘in truth’

Traditionally, caring for vocations seems to have taken the way of a ‘top-down’ approach. (a) Just as God did with Samuel, Amos and Jeremiah, He still takes the initiative and calls individuals for specific missions. (b) The official Church subsequently evaluates the authenticity of that person’s call and, maybe, decides to welcome it. (c) Specially chosen individuals (‘formators’) then take care of such candidates through a long, formation process. At last, after these formators have assessed ‘objectively’ the individuals’ response to God’s call, (d) the institution acknowledges those who successfully concluded their formation and appoints them to ministry. The directee (for lack of a better term) lies at the receiving end throughout the process and, during formation, responds to outside stimuli that are neither chosen nor, perhaps, elicited. The only, possible response should be the directee’s clear ‘yes’, as formators exercise the authority they receive, and do so authoritatively.


The Church has always looked at formation as a transmission of (i) knowledge (mainly philosophy and theology), (ii) specific values (pastoral and catechetical concerns), and (iii) a particular ethos (the need to belong to and foster the one Mystical Body of Christ). Authority - enfleshed in the novice master or spiritual director, in the rector, lecturer or formator - exercises an exclusive claim to truth which directees are expected to acknowledge, welcome and embrace. As Truth itself continues to claim the commitment and allegiance of directees, the Church keeps caring for the latter’s formation as God’s gift that is both meaningful and valuable.


The operative concept is objective truth. Each call needs to be verified, fostered and attended to, as it grows within some special nursery (or seminarium, the Latin word for ‘seeding bed’)24. When the seedling has met the expected ‘standards’ and grown into a sturdy plant, the formative institution exercises its ‘quality control’ and later guarantees that ‘personal vocation’ as something coming from God Himself. Consequently, after some initial years of preparation, candidature constitutes the first official step of a ‘prospective presbyter’; he is then instituted lector and acolyte, and afterwards is ordained to transitional diaconate and to the priesthood.

2.2 Formation as companionship

Two millennia of Christianity afford ample evidence that, at the origin of individual calls and vocations, there is often a specific, human mediation: God elicits a person’s attention though the witness of some respected and loved, role model.25 In the first centuries, the early Church adopted two diverse approaches toward ministerial formation. The first and indirect approach was exercised by the Twelve themselves, as they sought to replace Judas with Matthias: the latter, in Peter’s words, has «accompanied us during all the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out among us» and «must become with us a witness to his resurrection» (Acts 1:20-21). Just as the Twelve did on that unique occasion, the Church continued to choose candidates on the basis of experience.26

An ‘organised’ approach to formation first came about among hermits and anchorites. The Desert Fathers of the third and fourth centuries chose solitude and dedicated themselves utterly to God. Whenever someone sought out a hermit, that person could chose to stay on and ask to be accepted as a disciple and acknowledged as a ‘spiritual son or daughter’.  Tottering under the blow and shunning such a responsibility, the hermit often reacted brutally and unkindly to the request. St Athanasius explains how St Antony fled the anchorites he had accompanied for five years in Deir el Memum, on the East bank of the Nile, and went to Mount Colzim by the Red Sea.27 God’s call, that someone enter into His service, never came on its own. God chose both master and directee and put them together. If prospectives sought union with God, that same God assisted the specially chosen individuals to accompany and sustain, teach and minister to them.


This second, formation model tends to be more communitarian than the first, though its practices also appear to be ‘top-down’. Formators and candidates (or directees) continue to be seekers as they both yearn after a fuller communion with God, and among themselves. Formators communicate their experiential knowledge of God - often through storytelling28 - and humbly place themselves at the service of those God entrusted them with. As the latter move through the stages of their journey and rise up to the gradual challenges they are presented with, they exercise creativity and positively commit themselves to God. 


Today, both models need to measure up to the contemporary ‘self’, as immediacy and plurality continue to carry the day:

Postmodern analysts speak of the self as «decentered», no longer the confident, autonomous self employing language as an instrument to express one’s depths and to name and thus control reality. The self can no longer claim full «self-presence» because it is inextricably shaped by multiple narratives, histories, and languages which each limit and distort even as they disclose.29

Whenever formators approach ministry highhandedly, deconstruct meaning, and simply limit themselves to present results to their directees, they may unwittingly exercise violence on the latter. Were formators to lay full claim on the process, they could be interposing themselves between God and their directees and might even filter and/or obstruct direct communication. Were directees to experience the role of formators as an invasion of their privacy, they could prematurely end that formation relationship and either choose to move away, or passively go through anything that could be expected of them. Formal adherence does not automatically imply a communion of intents, still less a meaning that is being internalised. 


On the other hand, whenever formators and directees cooperate and together deconstruct symbols and signifiers, stories and experiences, they can truly discover God’s own contribution to the construction of meaning. Formation becomes an exercise at joyful discernment, a contemplation of God’s providential action, and a common call to unending thanksgiving.


A typically postmodern danger in formation may occur when formators and directees turn the formative process into an end or goal. God then might unintentionally be turned into a means to an end and formation values might consequently tend to become less altruistic and more limited in scope. Shortsighted cosiness and snugness, within a well-ordered world, might even conceal the absence of meaningful transcendence. As they undergo either philosophical or theological formation, directees may entertain a formal dialogue with God - and the world - as mere objects of intellectual reflection. They can also ‘safely’ channel that life-giving dialogue into some stereotyped actions (behaviour and prayer patterns), or into unimaginative role-playing (mutual dependence). At both ends of the formative process, individuals would be simply carrying out whatever could be expected of them; they might exhibit an outwardly articulate style of belonging, as they could be rendering immune the deeper recesses of their being.30

Externalised meaning, though, should never carry the day. If Christian formation does envisage communion with God as its unparalleled goal, all those involved need to keep on growing, as did the Desert Fathers and their disciples in the fourth and fifth centuries. 


Too formal a distinction between first and on-going formation might also conceal some basic unease with transcendence, and thus with God Himself. Whatever their stage and status in life, formators and directees go on creating meaning, as they allow themselves to be guided by God’s Spirit. They should invest time and energy that they might positively extend talents and potentialities, as both continue serving God and His Church. Thirdly, as they do welcome and treasure God’s light and providential concern, they dedicate themselves all the more actively to create and foster communion in all directions. 

2.3 Formation to Beauty ... or to Truth?

Within the Church there are many and diverse formative patterns. However they might understand themselves and their respective roles, formators and directees are continually called by God to be and live together as members of the Christ’s one Body, the Church. Unity and an unshakeable desire to collaborate in God’s harvest should be fundamental values within any calling. As God does bless the Church with many charisms, all should contribute to the Church’s well-being under the guidance of the one Spirit. Within contemporary society, many surprisingly do appreciate cultural diversity and foster ethnical differences, just as others experience diversity as threat and tend to find refuge in forms of xenophobia. Believers though know well that God desires all to belong to His one family and hope that differences may one day converge and intermingle in the one colourful masterpiece of creation, or in one symphonic celebration to life.


A basic awareness of ecclesial belonging is the key that allows formation and ministry to flourish and prosper. Traditional Catholic families used to communicate such a sense of belonging, as they imprinted their offspring with firm loyalty to the Church. Unable to receive it within their families, young seekers now call for such an imprinting from the Church itself. Coming, as they do, from one-parent and multi-wedded parent families, from families that for varied reasons did not spend enough time together, or from broken homes, they rightfully hope, the Church can be something they can call ‘home’ and ‘family’.31 Young adults hearken after a Church that, besides being ‘paternal’ and instilling allegiance to principles and precepts within the one truth-tradition, can also be ‘maternal’ as it fosters care and belonging, and sustains ‘homely’ traditions.32

Contemplating God’s Beauty and Harmony has always been a principal characteristic of the Church’s Tradition, as much as contemplating God as Truth in person.33 Unwittingly though, an indiscreet insistence on the ‘truth’ model can convert belonging to the Church into just one among many other goals; it may even minimise Tradition into some ‘truth-content’ that needs to be upheld and championed.34 A simplistic expectation of sheer ‘belonging’ can transform God’s gift of communion into some bland form of engagement (group adhesion or cohesion). Formation would miss its mark, were it simply to second and justify the human need to belong. It should focus on the New Testament understanding of God’s love and on humanity’s call to participate in and share in that same, divine love.35 


Love calls for a responsive heart and continues to guide the latter toward fully-fledged harmony (Lover - beloved). In formation though, a third new component comes into that loving relationship: the Church as formator. The latter enriches the interaction between Lover and beloved (God - Church/formator - directee), as it vets - time and time again - the ensuing triangular interaction.


As individuals imagine and decide their future, they find themselves tossed between (i) God as unspeakable beauty who lays a claim to their lives and elicits a first-hand response, and (ii) the concrete options they contemplate, ascertain, and weigh. Formators - be it parents, friends, counsellors, role-models, or figures of authority - ‘institutionalise’ the simple, one-on-one relationship. They assist and sustain directees through encounters, discussions, and joint courses of action, as the latter aim at short and long-term goals. Whatever the pattern, formators should continually recall, they are dealing with individuals, rather than with individual problems that demand some solution. It is through guidance and discernment (ii, above) that directees understand, they are on their way to God (i, above).  


Within such a triangular interaction (God - Church/formator - directee), the three ‘actors’ in the formation process cannot lay claim to, and enjoy, equal importance. Pride of place should always belong to the individual’s unique relationship with God (Lover-beloved). From God’s point of view, He concurrently sustains two diverse interactions - ‘God/formator’ and ‘God/directee’; He also configures the two together as ‘Church’ and guides them through the one process of formation. The millennial tradition of spiritual direction amply demonstrates that formation could defeat its purpose, were it to override or substitute the basic relationship between the Creator and the single individual He makes and sustains. John Paul II’s Apostolic Exhortation, Pastores dabo vobis, outlines formation as follows:

Human formation, when it is carried out in the context of an anthropology which is open to the full truth regarding the human person, leads to and finds its completion in spiritual formation. Every human being, as God’s creature who has been redeemed by Christ’s blood, is called to be reborn «of water and the Spirit» (Jn 3:5) and to become a «son in the Son». In this wonderful plan of God is to be found the basis of the essentially religious dimension of the human person, which moreover can be grasped and recognized by reason itself. The human individual is open to transcendence, to the absolute; he has a heart which is restless until it rests in the Lord.36

The young know well, true greatness in life lies within its own creative processes. Explaining formation as a path to God, the Church calls upon all to dwell more on God as Beauty, and on life as contemplation and gusto! Present generations are better prepared to work with authority figures in the creation of meaning, as long as they uphold freedom. Unlike previous generations, they are ready to work with authority but can quickly disengage, if they must work against it. This is often the case when an authoritative stance appears to ‘impose’ formation and weigh them down with do’s and don’ts. Cornered, they might heedlessly dismiss God’s call: they assume, they either cannot carry it out as they would, or else the call can no longer attract or inspire them. 


Trusting and welcoming friendship, the young dedicate themselves to the creation of meaning but cannot renounce the driver’s seat. If they perceive that authority could demand directly or indirectly that they renounce creativity and novelty, they might equate authority’s stance with God’s will and put an end to their ‘experience’ with God. They infer, they have lost control of their relation with God and are living it through someone else’s experience.


Nietzsche’s life-story can provide a key to dealing with life as beauty and harmony. Holding to their postmodern views, young individuals may experience God’s call as a threat to their own freedom; they might even choose a Dionysian approach to life and opt for some ‘Wagnerian’ type of ‘music’. But in dealing with dissatisfaction, life may turn into an exasperated celebration of self. Renouncing to beauty in the name of harmony can bring life to an intellectual and / or emotional standstill; but, then, there is something more to life than just plain order. If Nietzsche’s call invited humanity to live out its potential to the full, Christian faith is much more that that: it is (a) God’s gift of Himself to ever human being as Beauty and Holiness, as much as (b) a call to make the best of God’s self-giving through meaningful existence. 


In God, truth can never be opposed to beauty. Were that true, it would question and contradict both Patristic and Medieval understanding of God. Christian contemplation manifests God as both the light of truth and the charm of beauty. In furthering Augustine’s understanding of God, the Victorines and the Cistercians insisted on the role of the intellect and that of the will; any solution though had to bring both into play. Nurturing God’s calls within first and on-going formation cannot discriminate between intellect and will once again. Once in God truth coincides with beauty, should not both express two dimensions of the one human response to God’s call? In any ‘vocation’ story, should pride of place belong to either truth or beauty, or should it be God’s?


Nurturing and fostering vocations to ministry within postmodernity elicits more than one approach, one reading and one response. If one must conceive of, at least, (a)  a negative and (b) a positive response, as well as (c) a call to discernment, can the Gospels shed some light?

III. Models and Approaches

3.1 Christ as ‘compass’

According to John Milbank, postmodernism «means the obliteration of boundaries, the confusion of categories». After naming sets of boundaries that get «blended, undone, and then reblended», he concludes that «there are no longer any clear centres of control, and this means that net weight is given to plurality and the proliferation of difference». Milbank proposes that postmodernity, like modernity, is «a kind of distorted outcome of energies first unleashed by the Church itself». Christians must «re-express our faith in a radically strange way, which will carry with it a sense of real new discovery of the Gospel and the legacy of Christian orthodoxy».37

Even D. Hiebert offers a negative evaluation of postmodernity: «The modern self was incapable of meaningful relationship, reducing life to economic exchange or power relations, and leading to isolation and desolation if not creeping insanity. But the postmodern self leads only to nihilism and anarchy». He spells out the conditions of postmodernity as «fragmentation, identity crisis, loss of agency, and the perceived failure of God», as believers sing ‘the Lord’s song in a foreign land’. Hiebert’s key to postmodernity is that of exile, where one can either play the unrepentant tyrant who grabs it all, or the victim numbed into meaninglessness.38

Robert W. Jenson’s intuition, that postmodernity’s major need is that of a compass, can translate into a positive outlook many negative statements about contemporary society. He hearkens after a Church that can let go of past habits, as it responds to a new «service of love». As in Emperor Constantine’s day, the Church is called once again to become «the moral and intellectual restorer» of contemporary society.39 


According to these three scholars, blindness seems to be the key characteristic of postmodernity. They suggest that the Church and individual believers foster light and indicate the path to truth. A top-heavy approach would suggest a set of rules and predetermine goals. Preaching to the like-minded and nurturing the ‘converted’, such a reading may choose to disregard other value stances.


Though Peter’s profession of faith at Caesarea Philippi (8:27-31) constitutes the turning-point of Mark’s Gospel, it is introduced by the healing of a blind person (8:22-26). Mark draws his readers’ attention to various impediments, as he explains Christ’s actions. Jesus first led the blind person away from the village and from those who had formerly assisted him. He laid his hand first on the whole person, and then on his eyes. Finally, when the blind could see well, Jesus sent him home with the clear injunction to avoid entering the village, whence he had come.


The Christian primary concern is to address a free ‘yes’ to Christ. Exegetes discuss whether, leading the blind person away from the others, Jesus opted for a healer’s privacy; but the half-healed person saw people at a distance. There must have be something more than privacy. Jesus wanted the person’s attention on himself. H e also focussed His laying of hands from the whole person to his eyes (επὶ τοὺς ὀφθαλμοὺς αὐτοῦ). The healing, carried out in two stages, secured that person to his healer and created stronger bonds. Moving to Peter’s profession of faith, Mark’s Gospel hints at the disciples’ need to be touched a second time by the risen Lord, before being sent out in the world. Whatever the interpretation exegetes give to Jesus’s command that the healed person stay away from the village, the person’s attention was then focussed on Christ himself. Jesus could thus send away the renewed man ‘to live his faith’ at home (ὰπέστειλεν αὐτὸν εἰς οικον αὐτοῦ).


Acknowledging the Lord’s call cannot simply result from an objective evaluation of postmodernity. Calls arise from a close encounter with the risen Lord. He leads a person through various stages, as he bonds the person to Himself. Far from limiting the individual’s freedom, Jesus wants to share an enriching experience that allows the other to move on in life. Families, friends and well-wishers can sometimes block a person’s encounter with Him or lead the person away. As younger generations tackle questions their parents never dared ask, Jesus calls believers to rise up to the challenge and transform themselves into true ‘Christ-bearers’. Christians accompany seekers to a significant encounter with Jesus, who then gives birth, nurtures and sustain a special calling. As programs, courses of action, and series of do’s and don’ts may block the way to Christ ... and to true mission, they can leave postmodern seekers in the ‘village’.


As Vatican II puts it, «everywhere on earth» believers «must bear witness to Christ and give an answer to those who seek an account of that hope of eternal life which is in them (cf. 1Pet 3:15)».40 In Augustine’s words, believers understand that God has been with them, even when they were not with Him: «You did call and cry aloud, and did force open my deafness. You did gleam and shine, and did chase away my blindness».41
3.2 Christ as ‘Acceptance’

David Lyon questions Gianni Vattimo’s reading of postmodernity as the «end of modernity», once the latter’s «dynamic lies dead». Lyon proposes that «over-extended» modernity, though challenged and questioned, is still on. «Postmodernity», Lyon adds, «is a kind of interim situation where some characteristics of modernity have been inflated to such an extent that modernity becomes scarcely recognizable as such, but exactly what the new situation is ... is unclear». The sources of such questioning are «communication and information technologies» and «the tilt towards consumerism»; this «augments the power of the image» and encourages pluralism. He proposes the «transformation or restructuring of religion, or at least its deregulation».42

In his Religion, Modernity and Postmodernity, Paul Heelas cites James Beckford’s portrayal of postmodernity:

1. A refusal to regard positivistic, rationalistic, instrumental criteria as the sole or exclusive standard of worthwhile knowledge.

2. A willingness to combine symbols from disparate codes or frameworks of meaning, even at the cost of disjunctions and eclecticism.

3. A celebration of spontaneity, fragmentation, superficiality, irony and playfulness.

4. A willingness to abandon the search for over-arching or triumphalist myths, narratives or frameworks of knowledge.43

The Roman Catholic answer to postmodernity, Richard H. Roberts writes, reproposes an «ancestral» solution, as it entails «a conception of continuity and interpretative topoi» that belong to the past. He suggests that theology (and faith, one may add) finds itself in between epochs; it needs to recuperate past roots, as it opens up to difference and the emergence of novelty. Christianity, he concludes must live up to its nature of religio, as it binds together those who are ready to encounter the «ultimate cultural universals» within the «particularities» of life. Such a paradox demands that the Church manifestly carry out a theological quest that shows how ultimacy belongs to God, and how human activity must be experienced as «relative».44

Whatever their evaluation, Lyon, Beckford and Roberts agree that postmodernity constitutes a special opportunity in meaning construction. While critical stances may dwell on the negative dimensions of novelty, positive attitudes seem to demand too much of present generations. Roberts, for example, points to the need of a metaphysical reorganisation of society at large; unhappy with a simple reiteration of past underpinnings, he envisages the day when Christianity brings about the rebirth of Europe. Though Beckford’s points 2 and 3 draw attention to the eclectic, spontaneous and fragmented nature of meaning, he emphasizes society’s current need to move towards some pristine constructions of meaning.


If time - ‘postmodern’ or other - is truly God’s gift, Catholics - acting on Vatican II’s indications - should be «scrutinizing the signs of the times and ... interpreting them in the light of the Gospel». «In language intelligible to each generation», Catholics can «respond to the perennial questions which men ask about this present life and the life to come, and about the relationship of the one to the other». Believers need to rise to the challenge and figure out new linguistic capabilities and new answers that, rooted in tradition, are still unaccounted for. 


Within this context, special callings too can constitute God’s response «to the world in which we live, its explanations, its longings, and its often dramatic characteristics».45 They are the cultural product of today’s society, as it extensively values spirituality and pluralism, relativity and creativity, the experiential and the communitarian. They can also flee from such daunting tasks and seek refuge in custom and conformity, nationalisms and ingroups. While some ride the high horse of originality and launch themselves into uncharted territory, others subserviently espouse a popular religiosity and propose an attractive, lacquered type of pietism.


As Jesus outlined prayer and service as fundamental conditions for discipleship (Mk 9,28-37), John reported someone casting out demons in Christ’s name, though Jesus had not commissioned him. John’s legitimate reaction upheld group cohesion, against independence and rivalry: «We forbade him, because he was not following us». The Teacher’s answer must have sounded disconcerting: «Do not forbid him; for no one who does a mighty work in my name will be able soon after to speak evil of me». The Lord’s conclusion amounts to an apostolic rule of the thumb: «For he that is not against us (καθ̓ ἡμῶν) is for us (ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν)» (Mk 9:38-40).


Postmodern society refuses to accommodate an authority that claims exclusive control  on truth; it resists acts of ‘violence’ that marginalise and exclude questionable opinions. Postmodern culture is afraid of those who lay claim to meaning and seem to have all the right answers at hand; ‘truth claims’ can become tools in the hands of those who wield legitimated power. Professing ultimate truth, they merge it with intolerance and aggressiveness.  Jesus cannot take John to task, for seeking God and professing faith in the one God sent. Group cohesion, though, cannot lay claim to ultimacy that rightfully belongs only to God! Rebuking John for his rigid requirements and expectations, «Jesus appears remarkably ecumenical and accepting».46

Mark’s play of propositions in verse 40 tells a long story: while καθ̓ ἡμῶν stresses distinction, otherness and, possibly, opposition, ὑπὲρ ἡμῶν underscores unity within diversity, closeness at a distance, and relationship cum distinction. While acting in Christ’s name unites John and the outsider, other characteristics call for discernment. Just as formation calls a person to account for ‘personalised’ meaning, it must uphold and sustain (i) God’s actions through that person (the casting of demons in Christ’s name) and (ii) the person’s response to that same God (the proclamation of God’s love and closeness to the needy).

3.3 Christ as ‘Discernment’


Illustrating his idea of religion, J. Derrida upheld subjective freedom: «We are not priests bound by a ministry, nor theologians, nor qualified, competent representatives of religion, nor enemies of religion as such». He expressed his «unconditional preference» of «public-ness», that is emancipation «from all external power (non-lay, non-secular), for example from religious dogmatism, orthodoxy or authority (that is from a certain rule of the doxa or of belief, which does not mean from all faith».47 Postmodernity is not contrary to religion as the choice of individuals; it opposes the claim that some authority can shape and pre-determine the creation of meaning. Following on the steps of modernity, postmodern thought does not tolerate the limitation of the individual’s ‘absolute’ freedom, when one gives meaning to and shapes one’s worldview.


Christian faith turns around and rests on the proclamation of Jesus as Lord; faith comes about through a personal encounter. Dogmas and expressions clarify and elucidate that encounter but never substitute or replace it. Religious knowledge can neither produce nor nurture a call to ministry. Many of the diatribes, the Gospel writers recorded, invite readers to contemplate Jesus as He comes to terms with a religiosity built on precepts and observances. He proposed His very self - rather than intellectual knowledge or ritualistic formulas - as the key to God’s kingdom. 


Zygmunt Bauman, an acclaimed analyst of postmodernity, outlines in terse language the main traits of religion within contemporary society:

The ‘whole experience’ of revelation, ecstasy, breaking the boundaries of the self and total transcendence - once the privilege of the selected ‘aristocracy of culture’ (saints, hermits, mystics, ascetic monks, tsadiks, or dervishes) and coming either as an unsolicited miracle, in no obvious fashion related to what the receiver of grace has done to earn it, or as an act of grace rewarding the life of self-immolation and denial - has been put by postmodern culture within every individual’s reach, recast as a realistic target and plausible prospect of each individual’s self-training and relocated as the product of a life devoted to the art of consumer self-indulgence.48

As consumer society enforces its mores on religion, believers have often accepted uncritically such impositions and started to approach God on their own terms. The yearning after the sacred has often resulted into man-made contraptions (or idols): it can be a faith made to measure, or the exaltation of one dimension of ‘numinosity’ or ‘otherness’. Recognizing Jesus as «the Christ of God» (Lk 9:20), believers enter into a personal relationship with Him. They do so, creating and recreating meaning together with Him, as well as articulating and fathoming their relation with Him as the significant other. 


If Christianity’s fundamental characteristic is belonging to Christ, everything else acquires significance as much as it sustains that all-important relationship.


The apostolic Church already turned to discernment as the Christian’s habitual approach to existence.49 Faith itself is the interaction between God’s self-giving and the individual’s response. When it comes to fostering calls to ministry, the Church should, first and foremost, nurture the entente between Christ and the individual. As anything human, such a call comes into being and grows; it aches and yearns; it challenges and encourages; it hopes and loves. The Church, through formators, continues to encourage individual believers to live in a community they can identify with: be it the family or «domestic Church», and the community of ‘saints’.


Having encountered the risen Lord, individuals discern whether Jesus may be leading them toward service in the Church. The faith community too needs to figure out whether the same Lord places at its disposal the very charism he bestows on individuals. Were the Church to ‘create’ vocations, these would be nothing other than a profession, a duty, an office, or a task. The Church can never be the cause of a person’s free relationship with the Christ; God’s family can show the way to, and help others be aware of, God’s closeness and intimacy. The birth of a new calling - the creation of new meaning within a believer’s existence - is something that occurs between that person and the Lord himself.


Postmodernism does reject the language of truth and objectivity in favour of narrative and story. The New Testament narrates various calls of disciples as series of encounters that encourage the latter to join in with Jesus. Rather than being ‘metanarratives’, these accounts help and assist believers as they discern God’s gifts to the Church and to humanity at large.


Mark’s short account of Levi’s call (2:14-16) outlines the birth of a relationship. Paths crisscross, as Jesus teaches and takes care of the crowds, just as he moves along on his Father’s way. Mark emphasises - as is his custom - the abruptness and immediacy of call and response; nothing can explain the birth of that relation: it either happens or not. Mark recounts Levi’s response as «Having risen, he followed him» (ἀναστὰς ἠκολούθησεν αὐτῷ). Though scholars point to the particular use of the verb ἀνιστὴμι (to rise), Levi’s two actions clearly indicate an active participation in the Lord’s mission. The narrative continues at what appears to be Levi’s house, where Jesus and his disciples were at table with tax collectors and sinners. Having followed Christ, Levi finds himself one with the community of disciples, together with others of disputable repute. 


With a few, masterful strokes the Gospel writer explains how the Church, born of the encounter with Christ, consists of disciples and sinners in search of a friend and, possibly, a healer. Mark only states that ‘saints’ and sinners relished his presence and basked in his communion. Announcing and contemplating Christ as the one who calls to friendship and brings about communion, the one who links individuals together and opens up a whole new world of love and service, is the best way to nurture throughout their lives those individuals Christ calls to ministry. The moment Christ becomes the key to discernment, entering into communion with Him becomes both meaningful and life-giving.
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