The Pontifical Pastoral Ministry for Priestly Vocations

A Convention to celebrate the 70th Anniversary of its Institution
I HAVE CHOSEN YOU. 

PRIESTS FOR OUR TIMES
Domus Pacis, 3-5 November 2011

A convention to commemorate and to look ahead

The Pontifical Pastoral Ministry for Priestly Vocations is celebrating this year the 70th Anniversary of its foundation. It was instituted on the 4th November 1941 by the Motu Proprio Cum nobis of His Holiness Poe Pius XII in order to enhance the co-operation of the Holy See and the local Churches in the pastoral ministry of vocations to the ordained ministry and to the consecrated life.

The Magisterium of the Second Vatican Council - especially through the ecclesiological foundations of the Christian vocation singled out by the Dogmatic Constitution Lumen gentium and the Decree Optatam totius - and the later Magisterium of the Popes have amply confirmed the necessity to appreciate the meaningfulness of the vocation to the ministerial priesthood.

From its very beginning the Pontifical Pastoral Ministry for Priestly Vocations had a close link with the Congregation for Catholic Education, with the Cardinal Prefect being the President and His Excellency the Secretary, the Vice-President. 

In the aftermath of the following years, diocesan and national institutions were established to set up the pastoral ministry for vocations in the local Churches. The main aims of these institutions were to pray to the Lord for new priests who are necessary for the administration of the sacraments, and in order to take care of the Christian communities and for evangelization.

Through a network of collaboration among the National Centres for Vocations, multiple initiatives were organized in the local Churches to preach about vocations, to accompany those who are called and to help them discern their vocations.

Other institutions, both religious and lay ones, were aggregated to the Pontifical Pastoral Ministry for Priestly Vocations.

Being an organization of the Holy See, the Pontifical Pastoral Ministry for Priestly Vocations continues to fulfil its purpose by asking for information about the more meaningful initiatives regarding vocations which enrich the local Churches; it also collaborates in the organization of international and continental conventions, enhancing the exchange of pastoral experiences and expertise among all those who work in the field of the pastoral ministry of vocations.

Since 1964, the Pontifical Pastoral Ministry for Priestly Vocations is committed to spread the Message which every year the Holy Father addresses to all the Church on the occasion of the World Day of Prayer for Vocations, which is celebrated annually since then on the fourth Sunday of Easter.

The aim and context 
The reason for the organization of the Convention entitled “I have chosen you. Priests for our times”, draws its inspiration from the seventh anniversary to deepen the reflection on the situation of vocations to the ministerial priesthood in the Church of today and to give some guidelines for the near future.

The Holy Father Benedict XVI, addressing the participants in the Plenary Assembly of the Congregation for Catholic Education, on the 7th  February 2011, underlined the importance of this event when he said, “This anniversary serves as an opportunity to know and to evaluate the most important vocational projects promoted in the local Churches”. Then he added, “the pastoral care of vocations must insist more clearly on the profile of the ministerial priesthood, characterized by its specific configuration to Christ, which essentially sets it apart from the other faithful and puts it at their service”.

The statistics regarding the progress of vocations in the world which are published every year by the Office of Statistics of the Catholic Church, need to have updated information about the numeric situation of vocations.  Globally-speaking, the ordinations to the priesthood and the students in the major seminaries are on the increase with the exception of the Churches in western countries where the crisis is still at large, though some kind of recovery can also be noted.

The Questionnaire about the pastoral ministry for vocations to the ministerial priesthood which was organized recently by the Pontifical Pastoral Ministry for Priestly Vocations and which was addressed to the delegates of the pastoral ministry of vocations of the Bishops’ Conferences and to the directors of the National Centres for Vocations, has successfully gathered direct information and important know-how regarding the programmes of the vocation ministry for priestly vocations in the different geographical areas of the world. 

The increase of vocations to the ministerial priesthood is evident in Christian communities, especially in parishes, where, it is noted, the community is committed to pray together for vocations, the faithful are deepening their Christian life and where serious consideration is given to the mission of the ordained ministry.

The increase in vocations is also singled out in the environment of the ecclesial movements and in the new associations of Christian life.

The determining role of the witness of ordained ministers is emerging evermore in the promotion and discernment of vocations and evidently, firstly, there is the vocation to the Holy Orders.

For this reason, the attention of the Convention will concentrate on the profile of the priest who has a central position in the Christian community. This reference to the priest is a determining factor a decisive one for the promotion of vocations. 

The ground which is most favourable for the growth of vocations is the Christian community that is rooted in the Word of God, nourished by the sacraments and made up of persons who build their lives on the values of the Gospel. 

There looms, however, notwithstanding the considerable efforts that are made in many dioceses, through a penetrating pastoral action, with so many different initiatives and with so much commitment on the part of priests and consecrated persons who are generous and qualified for this pastoral ministry, the fact of secularization and relativism which is very much spread in the western countries, and which creates a cultural environment that hinders people from accepting their vocation. 

The prospects 
1. Prayer is fundamental for the pastoral ministry for vocations. Experience shows that in Christian communities where personal and communal prayer in communion constitute a persevering and profound dimension, there vocations grow there.

When prayer becomes a habit, when young people listen to the Word of God, and have frequent recourse to the Sacrament of Reconciliation, adolescents and young people can more easily hear the invitation of the Lord and they become ready to hear it and answer positively to the call of God to the priesthood and to the consecrated life. 

The prayer of the Christian community responding to the invitation of the Lord, “Pray to the Lord of the harvest to send labourers to his harvest” (Mt 9,38), strengthens in the faithful the knowledge of their responsibility in the ministry of vocations which is even more sustained by their confidence in the love and providence of God for his people. 
2. In the local communities, the close relationship, between the general pastoral care, especially of the family and of young people, for the education in faith and evangelization, and the ministry of vocations to the ministerial priesthood and to the consecrated life, has been considered indispensable in the course of time. However, this cooperation needs to be further emphasized. In point of fact, the shared commitment of all the members of the ecclesial community constitutes the basis for transmitting effectively the message of the call and the response to a call to the priesthood.

In this regard, the Holy Father Benedict XVI has pointed out this fact in His Message for the XLIII World Day of Prayer for Vocations that was celebrated on 15 May 2011. He said, “The Second Vatican Council explicitly reminded us that “the duty of fostering vocations pertains to the whole Christian community, which should exercise it above all by a fully Christian life” (Optatam Totius, 2). I wish, then, to say a special word of acknowledgment and encouragement to those who work closely in various ways with the priests in their parishes. In particular, I turn to those who can offer a specific contribution to the pastoral care of vocations: to priests, families, catechists and leaders of parish groups.”
3. The proposal of the priestly vocation has a central place in the pastoral ministry for vocations. The presbyters are the ministers of the ecclesial communion; they guide the community of the faithful towards unity and Christian brotherhood; they help their faith to grow and they encourage them to give their witness and increase their commitment towards evangelization. Working for the vocations to the ministerial priesthood means endeavouring towards the good of all the Church. 
4. The most convincing presentation of the life of the priest is given by the priests themselves and therefore they are the first ones to preach it. The zealous dedication to the pastoral ministry, the harmonic balance between activity and prayer, the preparation and attention given to preaching and for the worthy celebration of the Sacraments, above all of the Eucharist, are decisive factors that render the profile and the mission of the presbyter an important prospect of a vocation for adolescents, young people and adults. “It can be said that priestly vocations are born of contact with priests, as a sort of precious legacy handed down by word, example and a whole way of life.” (Benedict XVI, Message for the XLVII World Day of Prayer for Vocations, 25 April 2010) 
The themes
The Convention will be conducted according to the presentation of certain themes regarding the activities that have been organized by the Pontifical Pastoral Ministry for Priestly Vocations, namely:

1. the historical remembering of the itinerary that has been followed by the Pastoral Ministry for Priestly Vocations to the Ministerial Priesthood from its institution to the present day ;

2. a reflection on the theology of the Christian vocation and the vocation to the ordained ministry;

3. the analysis and guidelines that have emerged from the Questionnaire about the pastoral ministry to the ministerial priesthood;
4. the presentation of the document Pastoral guidelines for the promotion of the vocations to the ministerial priesthood in view of its publication and application.

