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Vocation is a lifelong journey, with the Lord as its source and goal. The experience of the Twelve and many others in the New Testament, as well as that of the first few centuries, attests to a Church in which well-proven believers were called to ministry. During the second millennium, the Church has been forming the young to live such a call, as the various documents of Trent attest. At a time when society highlights the importance of an individual’s experience, even an Einstein can find it hard to move beyond self-imposed limitations. Augustine and Aquinas provide some necessary tools that help us rethink Jesus’ call to ministry in our postmodern environs. A person’s call is always a “gift of faith” (Benedict XVI) and a foundational experience that sustains and gives direction to life-giving ministry.

I giovani nel loro cammino vocazionale

Ogni vocazione si sperimenta come il viaggio di una vita che, nel Signore, trova la sua fonte e il suo traguardo. L’esperienza dei dodici, di tanti altri nel Nuovo Testamento, e dei primi secoli indica una Chiesa che nei credenti ben provati riscontrava i candidati al ministero. Durante il secondo millennio, la Chiesa formava dei giovani a vivere tale chiamata, come attesta l’ampia documentazione di Trento. In una società che sottolinea l’esperienza del singolo, persino un Einstein trova difficoltà a superare i propri limiti autoimposti. Agostino e Tommaso d’Aquino ci offrono degli strumenti utili per ripensare la chiamata al ministero ecclesiale che Gesù continua ad offrire anche alla nostra società postmoderna. La chiamata – un “dono della fede” (Benedetto XVI) – consta in una espeienza fondazionale che guida e sostiene ogni ministero vivificante.

Los jovenos en un vijae vocacional

La vocación, un viaje por toda la vida, reconoce en el Señor su fuente y su meta. La experiencia de los Doce, de otros del Nuevo Testamento, y de los primeros siglos, atesta a una Iglesia en la cual se llamaban al ministerio los creyentes bien-probados. Durante el segundo milenio, la Iglesia formaba jóvenes para que vivieran tal llamada, como sugerían los varios documentos de Trento. En un tiempo cuando la sociedad acentúa la importancia de la experiencia individual, también un Einstein puede encontrar dificultades para irse más allá de limitaciones auto-impuestos. Agustín y Tomas de Aquino ofrecen algunas indicaciones necesarias que en una sociedad postmoderna nos ayudan a reflexionar sobre la llamada de Jesús al ministerio. Tal llamada permanece un “dono de la fe” (Benedicto XVI) y consta en una experiencia fundacional que sostiene y guía un ministerio vivificante.
Les jeunes en un voyage vocacionel

La vocation est un voyage de toute une vie avec le Seigneur qui est sa source et son but. L'expérience des Douze et d'autres dans le Nouveau Testament, comme cela des premiers siècles, montre une Église qui appelait des croyants bien-prouvés au ministère. Pendant le deuxième millénium, l'Église formait des jeunes pour vivre sa vocation ministérielle, comme attestent les divers documents du Trent. Quand la société accentue l'importance de l'expérience individuelle, même un Einstein peut avoir des difficultés à se déplacer au delà des limitations auto- imposées. Augustin et Thomas d’Aquin fournissent des considérations  nécessaires qui nous aident à repenser la vocation au ministère dans notre société postmoderne. Cette vocation est toujours un « don de la foi » (Benoît XVI) et d'une expérience qui fonde, soutient et donne la direction au ministère vivifiant.
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Addressing his Message for 45th World Day of Prayer for Vocations (April 13, 2008) to “all the ecclesial communities”, Benedict XVI reserves a special blessing “to educators, catechists and to all, particularly to young people on their vocational journey”. Distinguishing them from those who “work with faith and generosity in the service of vocations”, the message seems to presuppose that the Lord calls ‘young’ persons to undertake and embark on a challenging life journey.1

Does a person need to be ‘young’ to be called? And what does ‘youth’ stand for? Do the Gospel vocation narratives share some common traits? And does the Church’s tradition propose as its sole model the formation for ministry of those who are still growing up?

1. Whom did Jesus call?

Ever since the Gospels were written, Jesus’ call of the first disciples has served as the fundamental theological paradigm. It has been – and still is – a continuous inspiration and a positive challenge to many within the Church, whether priests, religious, or lay. Benedict’s message though places that original call in conjunction with another key passage: the conclusion of Matthew’s Gospel: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 28:19). Christ’s last words – “I am with you always, to the close of the age” (Mt 28:20) – should motivate, strengthen and encourage those who travel the world and, in God’s name, welcome all humanity into God’s family.


The starting point of such a life’s journey is one’s personal encounter with the living Christ. The disciple is called to be with Christ and share the latter’s life journey. This occurs during what turn out later to be the disciple’s formative years: during that period the persons called allowed themselves to be ‘converted’ into missioned apostles. This was the case with the Twelve as much as with the three ‘myrrh-bearers’, as the Eastern Tradition calls the three women at the tomb of the Risen Christ: they were the first sent out to proclaim the Resurrection to the other disciples. This basic paradigm though does presume some basic assumptions that Mark pointedly and unambiguously draws out (Mk 3:13-19). Sharing (a) a deep sense of belonging within God’s people, the individual is singled out by name and called to (b) “be with him [the Lord]”2 and (c) “be sent out”3 (d) “to preach and have authority to cast out demons” (Mk 3:14).


When, in John’s Gospel, the Lord crosses the Baptist’s path, two of the latter’s disciples turn their ‘previous’ formation to good use, as they hold on to the Baptist’s words: “Behold, the Lamb of God!”On that inspiration, they left the Baptist, their ‘former’ teacher. At Jesus’ retort “What do you seek?”, they responded by continuing to follow him, as they were doing. Verbally, they simply added: “‘Rabbi’ (which means Teacher), ‘where are you staying?’” (Jn 1:35-39).4 


Jesus’ “Come and see” has become too much of an in-word5, often used inappropriately by those involved “in the service of vocations”. The current use seems to run contrary to John’s own theological understanding. John insisted on their being with Jesus (cf Mk 3:14). Today’s in-word stands for the undecided, for persons who are still considering and contemplating a whole gamut of possible options. Many seem to be unwittingly exchanging the decision taken by John’s disciples, already versed in the tradition of the Torah and in their longing for God’s Messiah, for the uncertainty of those who cannot take their future into their hand.


In the Synoptics, the call of Christ’s first disciples closely builds on Mark’s understanding. They were well-weathered fishermen whom Jesus was prizing off from one committed existence to a different lifestyle, another set of values, and a new sense of belonging. With that, they abandoned boats and next of kin: “And immediately they left their nets and followed him” (Mk 1:18).6 At Jesus’ words, "Follow me and I will make you become fishers of men”(Mk 1:16-20 and parallels), they exchanged their lake for God’s creation, their homes for the many towns and villages that Jesus had to go through, as he journeyed towards Jerusalem (Lk 13:22), and their closest relatives for the many toward whom Jesus felt compassion for, “because they were like sheep without a shepherd” (Mk 6:34 and parallels; cf Lk 7:13; 10:33).


Matthew too patterns his own call (Mt 9:9) on the story of the first disciples (4:18-22). Jesus addresses him an unexpected call and this is immediately followed by the latter’s positive response.7 The context is different from the placid background of some fishermen, tidying up their boats at the end of ‘their’ day. We then follow Matthew as the latter welcomes Jesus into his house, his social life, and his own ‘support’ network. Could Matthew have noticed some fundamental difference of sorts between his abandoning his own tax office and the nets Peter and Andrew, James and John, had to relinquish? 


Matthew the Gospel-writer chooses to dwell more on another basic theological difference: it stems not so much from the narration of the call itself as much as from its immediate follow-up.


If Mark speaks of weather-beaten fishermen, Matthew (or Levi, in Mk 2:14) presents himself as an established tax-collector. The Pharisees’ immediate reaction (Mark includes the scribes too) indicates that they are evaluating Matthew’s response and Jesus’ acceptance of his hospitality through the questionable ways of Matthew’s guests. The audience can automatically infer that, together with his peers, Matthew too had adopted questionable ways (tax-collecting and sin). The story of a call is turned into the conversion of a sinner. Jesus’ response, on the contrary, says absolutely nothing of Matthew himself.


Matthew’s simply narrates how he welcomed Jesus into his ‘adult’ life: whether that meant his household, or his closer social interactions. Just as the other disciples had encountered Jesus by their boats, their nets and their closest relatives, so too Matthew met Jesus at both ‘shop’ and ‘residence’, amid his friends and colleagues, before he abandoned them all for Jesus.


Through the answer Jesus gave to the scribes and/or Pharisees, he harped on the inclusiveness of God’s call. He refused to discuss Matthew’s past or his being an appropriate host. In the traditional manner of a rabbi, Jesus rose to the dispute by answering on the same terms as his interlocutors. As he spoke, he doubled his ‘I’: the one who calls is the same as the one who can heal. Jesus can call and heal at the same time. Accused as he is of frequenting the company of sinners, he underlined his ability to handle both tasks: sharing friendship and healing the needy. The challenge he then addressed to the Pharisees took to task their own interpretation of Scripture: “Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice’” (Mt 9:13). 


In other words, the rabbi in Jesus defended his position as he challenged and ‘attacked’ his opponents’ appeasement of their own self. He overturned their question as it implied they were in the right: he did so as he delivered a direct hit and questioned their ‘wisdom’. Contrasting their obtuseness with Matthew’s generosity, Jesus was inviting them to question their personal allegiance to God. As Jesus spoke of the needy8, his prime audience consisted of his direct hearers9: eventually, if and when they did recognize their own error, they too could come to understand their own need to be healed: “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. ... For I came not to call the righteous, but sinners” (Mt 9:12-13). The interpreter cannot construe Jesus’ affirmation as an indirect concession to their indictment of Matthew and his household.


Mark does speak of Jesus response to someone who ran up to him with the question: “Good Teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?”(Mk 10:17) The initiative seems to lie all the time with the latter as he protested that he already observed the Decalogue: “Teacher, all these I have observed from my youth” (Mk 10:20).10 Only then does Jesus take the initiative, as Mark narrates: “Jesus looking upon him loved him11, and said to him, ‘You lack one thing; go, sell what you have, and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.’” This was the call: but that person did not rise up to the situation, as “his countenance fell”: “he went away sorrowful” because of his many possessions. 


Luke (18:18) speaks of him as some authority figure or ruler, while tradition has turned him into a rich, young man.12 Both Mark and Luke consider youth as something belonging to the person’s past. The person, an adult, was well versed in the Torah and the life of faith. That person’s tragedy was that he could not let go of his fully-fledged life-experience for another that Jesus was holding out. He was unwilling to exchange a ’rich’ life on earth ( “go, sell what you have, and give to the poor”) with Jesus’ offer of a treasure in heaven. The believer found himself in the unenviable situation of preferring this life, and its concerns, to allegiance and close companionship with God.


Luke portrays Jesus “when the days drew near for him to be received up” as “he set his face to go to Jerusalem” (Lk 9:51), as he encountered would-be followers. Three characters are represented: two volunteer and one Jesus calls. He warns the first volunteer that “the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head”. He encourages the one he calls not to delay, even to “bury his father” but rather to “go and proclaim the kingdom”. To the other volunteer who wants to delay, to “say farewell to those at [his] home”, he counsels that looking back is behaviour unfit for the kingdom of God (Lk 9:52-62).


The Gospels thus present a Christ calling ‘adults’ as he leads them away from the way they currently understand their own and from all that means something to them. Jesus calls his own to participate in his own life choices: “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me” (Lk 9:23).

2. Calling the ‘young’ to minister

Reflecting about the gift of vocations within the Church, many think of God’s call as something offered to the ‘young’ and ‘inexperienced’. The latter then come to grips with their own life choices. God’s call would eventually usher in a period of formation – or a number of formative experiences – that they must endure and go through. 


The early church saw the importance of formation within two sets of circumstances. It either stood for the period that led to the celebration of Baptism at the Easter Vigil, or meant the preparation some candidate for office had been through, before his being called to office. Choice for special ministry occurred through selection (an election process of sorts), during which the ‘selection committee’ reviewed possible choices and their suitability for an office they might be chosen for. High priority was generally given to the education an adult might have received, when he or she went through school, or attained through lived-out experience. 


Ambrose was only a catechumen, when he was chosen as bishop of Milan: that was done on the strength of his civil administrative experience. His disciple, Augustine, was selected for the priesthood and hand chosen to become the successor of his own ordaining bishop, on the basis of his intellectual curiosity into matters of faith and his dedication to his recently rediscovered way of life.13 Selection then still followed the pattern drawn out in the four Gospels: selection or choice took place on the basis of prior experience. It did bring about a radical change in the person’s lifestyle; but that was more the consequence of their new position in the Church.


The birth of monasticism can be held responsible for the first formative regulations and institutions within the Church. Desert monks treasured the wisdom they attained through direct study and the contemplation of the Scriptures. In their personalised lectio divina, they traced and treasured important texts and instances that would stimulate and sustain their own formation and, as a consequence, that of their own disciples. 


In the life of St Paul the hermit, St Jerome explained how, after Paul’s death, St Antony used to put on and don Paul’s tunic at Easter and Pentecost. Though Antony thus honoured the memory of a ‘saint’, he was also jumping into Paul’s dress and putting on the latter’s ‘spirituality’; Elisha too had held onto Elijah’s cloak.14 Telling of St Hilarion, Jerome also mentioned Antony as “the first, the founder and teacher of this way of life in the province (Egypt)” and Hilarion as its initiator in the land of Palestine. Jerome took it for granted that the monastic idea needed schooling and formation.15 


The Life of St Onophrius explains formation as the instruction of “how to serve the teachings of God's commandments with watchful diligence”: it does so as an elder monk admonishes and encourages, directs and supports through “godly words” some other monk – or disciple – on how to live “in simplicity and diligence”.16 Antony, the father of monasticism, would have preferred a martyr’s death. In his appreciation of Antony, Athanasius went into greater details than Jerome:

But the Lord was keeping him for our profit and that of others, that he should become a teacher to many of the discipline which he had learned from the Scriptures. For many only beholding his manner of life were eager to be imitators of his ways. So he again ministered as usual to the confessors, and as though he were their fellow captive he laboured in his ministry.17

Cassian too spoke of formation as a training “in the way of perfection” that could begin through conversion and purification from vices and continue to grow as security in virtue. True humility leads to love, so that one can live one’s faith “as it were naturally”: that is, “without fear of punishment”, out of love for goodness, and delighting in virtue.18 The monastic tradition adopted the classical ideal of paideia as it adapted the formation of the ‘young’ and the ‘ínexperienced’ to its own goals. 


In its Fourteenth Session, the Council of Trent [1551] dealt explicitly with the formation of priests just as it did in its Twenty-first, Twenty-second and Twenty-third Sessions between 1562 and 1563. Earlier on, the Council Fathers had already identified priestly ministry as one of the major challenges that the reform of the Church needed to address. Candidates to the priesthood had to be (a) already confirmed before minor orders (or ministries), (b) schooled in “the basics of faith”, and (c) able to read and write. The 1563 Decree on Reform determined that candidates were expected to desire and render a faithful service to God.19 It then proceeded to call, whenever possible, for the setting up of seminaries in every diocese:

If young persons were not rightly trained, they could feel the urge to go out for the pleasures of the world. Without receiving, from their tender age, a proper formation in piety and religion, the risk would be that habits of vice take possession of the whole person. They would then be incapable of persevering perfectly in ecclesiastical discipline, without the greatest and, perhaps miraculous, help of God the most High. Consequently, the holy Synod orders that – according to the means and the extent of the diocese – all cathedral, metropolitan, and other churches greater than these be expected to maintain, accord adequate spiritual formation to, and train in ecclesiastical discipline a certain number of young persons ... .20

The post-Tridentine Church definitely understood young age as limited experience that called for a special formation to ministry. Ever since, a vocation to ministry within the Church has been equated with some discernment process, meant to evaluate a person’s preparation or ability to offer himself or herself for the service of God’s people, prior to the person’s admission into formation. Banking on a millennium of ‘religious’ formation, the post-Tridentine Church turned to spiritual masters in religious life and addressed the latter’s teaching to all those who were in formation.21 Distinctions between seminary formation (a) toward diocesan priesthood and (b) religious life tended either to be restricted to the extra years in religious formation – such as the novitiate – or ascribed to the traditions and customs of a particular spirituality. 


In the wake of Vatican II, formation in the Church had to deal with the turbulent sixties and seventies, as it welcomed the Council’s call to review its intellectual and spiritual formative processes.22 Religious families redrew and reshaped their own lifestyles in tune with their founding charisms.23 All this pointed to an urgent adaptation of formation to the needs of society at large. The diverse crises that Church ministry went through, during the last four decades or so, inspired a redefinition of discernment processes and methods in the formation of the ‘young’.24

The downside effect has been the total identification of the call to ministry with the processes that discern, evaluate and enhance it. The role the Lord plays, as he calls someone to service in the Church, is placed on a back burner and can, perhaps, be taken for granted (as if it were simply some human phenomenon that needs to be studied). The identification of “the Lord calling” and “the person responding” has become too tightly knit with the transition from adolescence to young adulthood, or from young to ‘reflected’ and mature adulthood. Whenever a divine gift gets subsumed into a natural growth process, it is a sad day! God’s gift is converted into a human phenomenon, catered for by trained persons, when it should continue being grace unaccounted for, nourish the person, and be sustained in turn through the services of a spiritual direction. 


Vocation discernment has become synonymous with psychological paradigms and spiritual schools. When the “come and see” shops for possible choices, such paradigms and schools come into play and exert their particular influences. The young person may feel ‘overrun’ by innumerable interviews and countless questions, so that the divine calling might fade out of, or be engulfed into, the many phenomena of human experience that call for attention. The fundamental presupposition is the following: a young and inexperienced person embarks on a process meant to help him or her, on a way still unknown, so that the person learns to accept and adopt a lifestyle or a charism that must be learnt. 


There should be a fundamental distinction between the indispensable processes of discernment and evaluation of the individual, and the discernment and nourishment of Christ’s call. The second concern tends to disappear within the first.


Whenever formation is understood as the schooling of the uneducated to future mission and/or ministry, it takes the shape of communicating necessary tools and learning that might benefit and serve the apostle on his or her mission. When the period of institutional discipleship is over, the missioned person then is expected to launch himself or herself onto lifelong dedication. This turns to be quite often one of the most challenging transitions in the whole process.25

Benedict’s 2008 message requests a response of total generosity on the part of the one receiving God’s call: the future apostle should understand his or hers as a commitment in intensity to the Lord.26 The quote that follows, taken from John Paul II’s Redemptoris Missio, opts for a temporal reading of that same commitment: it should be one that lasts for life.27 The institutional Church and the individual, at the moment of the latter’s call, might be working from diverse perspectives and talking at cross purposes. What for the individual could be a preparation towards intensity in a lived-out relationship, could be pictured as some juridical commitment that spans one’s whole life. Understandably, the Church as institution wants to foster and appreciate such a commitment. But, considering all the insecurities that current humanity is struggling with, this could quickly overturn the tables. 


Instead of experiencing Christ’s call as challenging and uplifting, the individual might become more aware of its institutional significance. One might perceive that call to be an added burden, rather than a life-giving stimulus and encouragement coming from God.


At the end of formation, the young person is expected to have become a ‘formed adult’ who can be sent out, beyond the sheltered environment, into the unknown. Many a time, it is not so much the unknown without that challenges the chances for survival in mission, as much as the unknown within. Continually geared toward clearcut goals – be they exams; be they transitions from one formative stage to another – formation has not had much to say about such a the end of formation and the loss it brings with it. Finding oneself beyond a clearly drawn world, within another where the person has to set his or her own goals, draw boundaries and target possible actions, the ex-‘young’ person feels lost and in a world foreign to anything dealt with before.


What is the Church’s understanding of “vocation for mission”? How can an individual reread his or her own experience, in the light of the Church’s foundational and lived experience? In other words, does the current understanding of vocation reflect the interpretation given in the Gospels? The issue becomes all the more difficult and complex, the moment the paradigm of the early Church is placed side by side with the current one: that is, “young people on their vocational journey”. Do both paradigms fall into one model? Should both complement each other? Does this mean, they cannot be reduced into one, lived experience? Do both paradigms address the same needs and tasks in both Church and society?

3. Vocation, Faith, and the Post-Modern at large

In his intriguing analysis, A Secular Age, Charles Taylor delves deep into the working of those “secular” societies in which one can “engage fully in politics without ever encountering God”. Unmistakably, Taylor affirms: “The few moments of vestigial ritual or prayer barely constitute such an encounter [with the God of Abraham] today, but this would have been inescapable in earlier centuries in Christendom”. 


From his reading of Western civilization, Taylor draws out three models of a ‘secularity’ in the public sphere. The first considers the basic need to refer back to God (or to some other ultimate reality) the entry ticket into a certain society: God serves as a ‘pass’ to public life. The second distinguishes society into different spheres of action and/or belonging: one can opt either for a total separation between the civil and the religious (ranging from (i) a constitutional freedom of affiliation to (ii) situations where expressions of faith can be taken as treason), or try to conjugate somehow political and church affiliations (anything between (iii) being a-confessional in both words and deeds, and (iv) fostering one kind of affiliation to the detriment of any other). The third and last model implies a situation where belief in God becomes one of many possible options and – Taylor adds – may turn out to be “not the easiest [choice] to embrace”.28 He sums it all up as follows:

So secularity 3, which is my interest here, as against 1 (secularised public spaces), and 2 (the decline of belief and practice), consists of new conditions of belief; it consists in a new shape to the experience which prompts to and is defined by belief; in a new context in which all search and questioning about the moral and spiritual must proceed.

The main feature of this new context is that it puts an end to the naïve acknowledgment of the transcendent, or of goals or claims which go beyond human flourishing.29

Was Einstein an agnostic, the perfect example of a secularised individual? Or was he a firm believer in cosmic order, and could not allow anything or anyone to question that ‘faith’? 


Einstein’s personal unease became ‘vicious’, when faced with a possible end to modernity and to all its scientific, logical constructs. His tumultuous relationship with Werner Heisenberg testified to his firm belief in a logical explanation of all there is. Though Einstein truly was the father of modern physics (thanks to the laws of Thermo-Dynamics and the Principle of Relativity), he halted in his steps when faced with the Uncertainty Principle. Thinking of a possible randomness at the basis of nature, he could not help but retort “God does not play dice with the universe!”30 He preferred holding onto a world in which meaning continued to be a clear-cut construct. 


Einstein preferred holding on to order31, though, as a scientist he believed that nature or the evolutionary process did give birth to complexity and consciousness.32 He stuck to some ‘rational’ belief in a divine principle that formed part of nature (Baruch Spinoza33) and accounted for beauty and harmony (the Dionysian and/or Apollonian conceptions of Nietzsche and Wagner), His intuition must have run wild, as he tried to imagine existence as some interplay of chaotic forces: that truly challenged his understanding of human existence, and his personal world-view.


From time to time, lived experience measures itself with what Abraham Maslow called limit or peak experience34. Relativity and its comprehension were one, in Einstein’s life. A limit experience can assume the shape of a positive or negative event, though the meaning it conveys is always positive. When a limit experience leads to a positive outcome, it creates meaning and gives direction; were it to fail, it can shatter and destroy a whole life, throwing the person into despair. That was what Heisenberg must have felt, when Einstein failed to rise up to the occasion and acknowledge that a young scientist, and a devotee of his, could propose something he could not fathom.35

If one great moment in life can give direction, it still needs to be translated into everyday categories, as it measures up against the nitty gritty of life. Daily commitments and boring chores need to promote and foster the one direction that the peak experience points to. When in the dumps, one should try one’s best to overturn negativity and rein it back into normality. Seeking refuge in routine and groping for solace of all kinds can even become the only way out of that predicament. A healthy ‘middle’ may help to keep a person sane, as it steers him or her away from sirens, harpies, and shoals of all kinds. Everyday routine does help appreciate and value moments of enlightenment, as it deals too with ugly moments when loss, depression or failure try to carry the day.


Ours is a society where pluralism calls the shot, and a world in which globalisation does its best to weaken differences and blur distinctions. Even for the “staunchest believer”, Taylor contends, “God is one human possibility among others”.36 If some can consider faith as meaningful and take it into serious consideration, others might stop short of taking any action. A third category of persons may go on through life, weighing possible outcomes. A fourth group might try out some short-winded faith-experience, and be all the worse thereafter. The many who steer clear of metaphysical or existential considerations about their faith do not necessarily take it lightly. Nor do they necessarily refute God, or God’s human mediations (be they mainline or store-front churches, renewal movements or prayer groupings of all kinds). 


Taking in the multifaceted reality of Catholicism at the turn of the third millennium as it tries to move beyond the disheartening sway of agnosticism, unbelief, or outright opposition to faith, Taylor sums it up as follows: 

[Coupled with a breaking down of barriers between different religious groups], many people drop out of active practice while still declaring themselves as belonging to some confession, or believing in God. ... Fewer [declare] belief in a personal God, while more hold to something like an impersonal force; in other words, a wider range of people express religious beliefs which move outside of Christian orthodoxy. Following in this line is the growth of non-Christian religions ... and the proliferation ... of practices which link spirituality and therapy. On top of this more and more people adopt what would earlier have been seen as untenable positions, e.g., they consider themselves Catholic while not accepting many crucial dogmas, or they combine Christianity with ..., or they pray while not being certain they believe.37

The bottom line is the following. An increasing number – hard to count or assess – goes about their life of faith as if it were a do-it-yourself (DIY) affair. They give shape to their own faith, unable to understand that in so doing theirs would really be a self-made religion. Whatever the option within the gamut of possibilities between outgoing and inward-looking, traditional and liberal, individualistic or communitarian, authoritarian or indulgent, rigid or flexible: one does continue to hold on to subjective truth and seek an individualised approach in life. Were a person one day to accept a certain stand as true, that should carry with it a request for constancy ... and consistency. If some new information were to become available, nothing can stop someone from reframing one’s whole existence or reformulating some major outlook. 


What needs to be constant and consistent, is the individual, and the individual’s quest for truth.


While a postmodern outlook does enhance the individual’s growth, it also tends to emphasise and sustain private initiatives at the cost of campaigning for personal autonomy and on behalf of all-rounded independence. The need to push off and free oneself from another’s control has become politically correct, just as much as ties of affection and belonging seem to weigh a person down. The cultural relativism that Taylor speaks of underscores one datum: there are no socially acceptable criteria that can evaluate, judge, and select one world-view as ‘better’ than another. Such cultural preconceptions do shape and colour an individual’s relation to the other: be it a companion, an authority figure, or even God the Creator.

In the postmodern, global context, the practice of Christian faith is a deliberative choice of a kind quite different from anything faced by earlier generations. The phenomenon of globalisation confronts us with the realities that Christian faith is certainly not the only religious option available to us, and that Christians constitute only a minority of the world’s population. These realities, moreover, raise deep questions about Christology, soteriology, worship, morality, ecclesiology, and a host of other issues. The ways in which we answer these questions will certainly have an impact on our spirituality.38

In a pluralistic world, any form of spiritual guidance or direction – including vocational discernment – cannot count on the allegiance of the other. Any claim to judge the life of another can, more than likely, lead to the other’s questioning and critical acceptance of any such decision. It is an attitude that can border on the rejection or the refutation of the other. The main thrust in such a negative stance may neither be a refusal of authority nor a questioning of Church affiliation. It might simply take the shape of a ‘gut’ sensation: (a) the individual does not feel sufficiently welcomed; (b) he or she feels mis-represented or misunderstood; or (c) the individual needs more time to take in something that has caught him or her unawares. 


Many, even regular Church goers, find it hard to accept that an institution – be it a diocesan rector, a religious superior, or the guide of some apostolic venture – can discern the personal call of someone else. An institution might evaluate the intellectual preparation, the psychological built, and personal skills; but it cannot hold the key to someone’s future within the Church. Ecclesial discernment is at best welcomed as a necessary evil and, at worst, combated as an unjustifiable interference in someone’s private life.39 Doctrinal claims, or arguments from tradition, are unlikely to convince: they would fuel further debates and sharpen misunderstandings.


The Church today needs to rethink the theology of God’s call within the context of a secularised, postmodern society, before it calls into play formation methods or discernment practices. Believers need to find new ways in which they can reappraise, nourish and sustain Christ’s call as God’s personal gift. God offers it – at one and the same time – to the individual and to the community.


Our epoch does have its own strengths and weaknesses, as did all the others in the two thousand years of Christianity. Appreciating the peculiar and particular story of an individual, the current theology of vocation should call for a rereading of that person’s story as ‘narrative’ or ‘text’. The ensuing interpretation serves as an exercise in (a) ‘natural’ theology (encountering a personal God, rather than one’s idea of God), (b) discerning the magnalia Dei or the great things God has done and is doing (meeting a God whose heart does not limit itself to one individual), and (c) taking in the beauty the Creator forms and shapes on a cosmic scale (rereading one’s call within a greater history, that of humankind and of creation). 


The second step would lead the called from God to God’s Church. Bonding with God introduces new friendships. Intimacy with God becomes a personal inroad into the Church’s Faith and an embracing of the worshipping community as the means God has chosen to give new life to all. Within the individual’s story, the main thrust should be that of a fides quaerens intellectum: a growing in the faith as one delves deeper into the call. Were it to be an intellectus quaerens fidem, that person would take stock of ministry or service in the Church might entail, but would never come round to loving it and choosing to follow the One who calls. Thomas Merton’s experience, on March 19, 1958, is intriguing:

Yesterday, in Louisville, at the corner of 4th and Walnut, suddenly realized that I loved all the people and that none of them were, or, could be totally alien to me. As if waking from a dream – the dream of separateness, of the “special” vocation to be different. My vocation does not really make me different from the rest of men or put me is a special category except artificially, juridically. I am still a member of the human race – and what more glorious destiny is there for man, since the Word was made flesh and became, too, a member of the Human Race!40

In response to a call from the Lord, guidance and accompaniment (vocational discernment) can convert personal narration into a quest for the God who re-enters history to be the God-with that individual: his or her Immanu-el. As in the case of the first disciples and their life-stories, Christ continues to calls away from a fully lived life to a new journey, from a set of convictions toward the unknown, from a lived-out experience into immediate and overwhelming uncertainty, from a well-shaped ‘adulthood’ into an open-hearted childhood. In one word, just as Christ calls, the individual leaves behind today’s ‘boats and nets’, ‘tax-office’ and ‘riches’, in the name of a continued, personal encounter with the God who continues to challenge and surprise. 


Is this another ‘postmodern’, mental rendition (or picture)? Does it simply rehash an old narrative, after some shocking deconstruction? Can it stand the test against two great figures of the Church’s tradition, Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas?

4. Augustine’s struggle: against ‘youth’ in favour of God (Confessions 5.1.1)


As Augustine started on Book V of his Confessions, he added what amounts to a second preface (or introduction) to his grand narration. Unless that were truly indispensable, no self-respecting rhetor would go for it. Having concluded the first part of his life’s journey (Books I-IV), Augustine’s account led him to the time and circumstances when he had to abandon the one world he knew and migrate to Milan. He was desperate after some better prospects: the brilliant career he desired so much still lay beyond his reach. Through a ‘second’ preface, Augustine refocuses the reader’s attention on the second stage of his life’s journey, getting across the necessary clues for a correct understanding of what Augustine is working at.


The one who is asking for the gift of healing is Augustine the bishop, as he narrated events that had happened some fifteen years earlier. He wanted God to enlighten his recollection of those years, that he could acknowledge God’s presence and action in that far away period of his life: “Accept the sacrifice of my confessions from the hand of my tongue (de manu linguae meae) which you formed and brought out of nothing (excitasti) that it may confess to your name, and heal all my bones that they proclaim (dicant): ‘Who is similar too you, O Lord?’ (Ps 35:10)”.41 Such sacrificial language incites the reader to adopt an attitude of loving worship.42 


Augustine spoke of his tongue as if it were an offering hand: its action is a verbal sacrifice. That very tongue though carries God’s double hallmark: it is God’s own past and present creation (‘made’ by God), as much as it is the recipient of God’s inspiration. In Augustine’s terminology, ex-citare is a key verb: it denotes (a) God’s initiative in moving the tongue to act (the Creator moves beyond making it, into owning and sustaining it as his creation) and (b) God’s encouragement that motivates and enthuses Augustine into writing the rest of his Confessions as a sacrifice pleasing to God.


Augustine the bishop continued to feel the need for spiritual healing. He was in no need of some cure for what was unhealthy. On the contrary, he sought God’s touch that could heal his whole personality (the ossa or bones, he wrote of, are a synecdoche: the part for the whole) and bring to completion the ‘sacrifice’ he is undertaking.


Augustine adopted a second rhetorical device: he told God, he had no idea of informing his Creator what the latter should be up to: “Not that my tongue therefore can instruct you, as to what is happening within the one who confesses you”. Augustine recoils at the idea of begging for God’s benevolence: that is a contradiction! “The unrelenting heart (cor clausum) cannot exclude your gaze (oculum) nor can the hardheadedness (duritia) of humans repeal your hand.” Invoking God’s strength, the autobiographer welcomed the sheer fact that God was his main interlocutor and retained the initiative throughout. The believer in Augustine concluded that God does lead everything to its proper goal: “But you soften that hardheadedness, whenever you want, either by administering pardon (miserans) or by vindicating yourself (vindicans)”. Whatever God does, God always seeks the person’s good! Once again, Augustine turned to Scripture to sustain his claims: “And there is no one who can hide himself from your warmth (calore)” (Ps 19:6).


“But let my heart praise you”, insisted the bishop, “that it may love you; and let it confess your acts of mercy (miserationes) in your presence that it may praise you”. Augustine plunged into the heart of his relation with God: he was aware all the time that he had to live with the lopsided nature of his relationship toward God: he could never be even with his Creator. Past experience inspired his well-motivated requests for more acts of mercy on God’s part. Confessing God’s past love and his love for God became the sure token and key to ask for a further increase in his love toward God.


The bishop underlined the fact that his thanksgiving formed part of something that exceeded by far his personal act of worship. “The totality of your creation does not ever stop nor does it silence your praises; still less through the use of his speech (mouth: per os) does the spirit of the whole human person (spiritus omnis hominis) halt, once it has already turned toward you and united itself with you (conversum ad te). Nor do animals or material things (corporalia) stop, [as they praise you] through the mouths of those who contemplate them”. Augustine thus placed his own confession-cum-conversion within the context of a whole cosmic liturgy. His own word ex-pressed in words what already existed (‘ex-sists’ or ‘stands out’) on the level of being.

May our interiority (anima nostra) rise out of itself (exsurgat) toward you, as it abandons its dispersion (lassitudine) and grafts itself onto (innitens) those things you have made. May it bring about its transition toward you who have made all this in a marvellous manner (mirabiliter). And may it find there its nourishment (refectio) and true strength (vera fortitudo).


Though heavily loaded with neo-platonic imagery, Augustine’s description details the various dimensions of his decisive encounter with God. He delved deep into the nature of life and the meaning of things, that it might sustain his moving out of himself – and of his world – toward God. Though he counted on God’s initiative and his unending mercy, he knew that the many things he contemplated could distract him from his goal. His insatiable knowledge could turn into an unexpected death-trap and bar his way to God. He re-read his past experiences that, instead of a mere recollection of the past, they did speak to him of God and of his infinite love.43 All this was but the initial stage that led him beyond himself and his world (ex-surgere) towards what could truly satisfy (refectio) his curiosity, questioning, and longing for personal fulfilment.


In Book II, Augustine had spoken of his youth as a time of dispersion. Then, he had been lost in many things (aversus in multa) and in shadowy loves (variis et umbrosis amoribus). Hindsight taught that he had been wasting away (computrui), as he sought to please himself and others more than God (2.1.1). In Book VI, the account of Augustine’s major change in life starts with a true cry of anguish:

O Hope from the days of my youth, where were you [in respect] to me and where have you gone to hide (recesseras)? Is it not true that you had made me and differentiated me from quadrupeds, and made me wiser than the birds of the sky? All the time, I was walking through darkness and on slippery ground, as I was looking for you outside of me and, all that time, I could not encounter the God of my heart. And I even went down to the depths of the ocean, as I continued to lose hope (diffidebam) and despair (desperabam) of ever encountering truth (6.1.1).


The bishop identified his own youth as a ‘culprit’ that even tried to lead a lifelong companion astray, away from God. This happened, just as Augustine the rhetor embarked on his teaching career (4.4.7). Later on, he also challenged Alypius’ youth (6.12.21). Book VII too starts with the consideration that young age (adulescentia) had by then given way to young adulthood (in iuventutem). “As I increased in years, so too did my vanity become all the more ugly (turpior)” (7.1.1).44 According to Augustine’s understanding, at the time he was narrating, he was still trying to understand God. He was trying to let go of some of his earlier demands: the Milan experience and Ambrose’ nearness were already hitting him hard. Unlike what he did when he was twenty, he could make out some wisdom in the Church’s position (in fide spiritalis matris nostrae, catholicae tuae) and could even welcome it at heart, though he was still unable to let go of reason’s hold on him. Only when Augustine turned thirty, could he look benevolently on the Church’s teaching and refrain from picturing God as just another interlocutor of his.45

Can Augustine at thirty serve as model for the prolonged adolescence of our time?


Augustine was still learning how to let go of his own personal needs and goals. He was still figuring out how to acknowledge and live with the dire datum that he was less in control of his own existence than he would have liked to be. He too had to struggle with the fact that the Church as institution could and did provide him with the right answers and the approach to a proper solution. But he still had to learn how to conjugate faith and reason. Ambrose, at the time, must have been slowly navigating the shoals of Augustine’s inquisitive reason and bottomless curiosity, as he rendered the Church’s stance more reasonable in Augustine’s eyes. Ambrose was gradually helping him open up to a fully-fledged trust in God. What would have been the case, has Ambrose snubbed Augustine as an immature thirty year-old?


Augustine used narration to deconstruct his own life, the way he had lived it, and reconstruct his existence as a sacrifice of praise: “You create and move (excitas) [humanity] that it may enjoy (delectet) praising you, once you created us and directed us toward you (fecisti nos ad te) and restless is our heart till it may find its repose (requiescat) in you” (Conf. 1.1.1). The young age, therefore, that the bishop had been speaking of has nothing to do with physical age at all. As he shifted from adolescentia to iuventus, Augustine was at the middle point of his life: a good way to illustrate what it feels like at thirty. The mature young adult wanted to be fully in charge, and in control, of himself and his world.46

In Milan, Augustine already enjoyed quite a successful career. But he knew quite well, he continued to live off those who surrounded him: theirs was a life-giving presence. He still could not figure out how to repay them, as he continued to count on their steadfastness. At some point, he did get some meaningful insight; but he could not free himself from the sheer rationale of that same thing. He frustratingly continued to delve into things as he found no nurture for his soul. He knew, he had not yet reached the significant relationship that would make everything dance and shine. 


The Confessions do constitute a long, drawn-out picture (or explanation) – as only Augustine could think of –  that illustrates the interior struggle he went through, to welcome God as his God, and to figure out how to live out that foundational relationship. Writing those thirteen books, when he was forty-five, did help the bishop to move out of himself into God and do so with intellect and will, as he presented his lived experience to nurture his own Church. Whatever his readers and his critics could say, Augustine’s verdict on his Confessions around 426 AD was  that, only as bishop, had he been able to bring together the rational and affective dimensions, so that both could find their rest in God.47 

5. Aquinas at Tiberias (Jn 21:15-18)

The great medieval Scholastics had no need whatsoever to dwell on the call to ministry: their major concern was with the divine Minister himself, the Christ. Once God’s minister on earth served as human instrument, they applied sacramental theology not just to matter and form but also to the one acting in Christ’s name. The most important question was: “How can Christ act through a human instrument? Does that mean that we are multiplying Christ the priest, when we have so many ordained ministers?” Aquinas dealt with these issues in his Summa Theologiae III, q. 22. “Christ, being the Head of all, has the perfection of all graces”. Consequently, Thomas insisted, no other minister can ever claim to be on par with Christ, the unique mediator between God and his creatures. If Moses were a lawgiver, Melchisedech and others have been appointed high priests, David and Solomon were crowned kings, Jesus can sum all three offices – that of king, priest and prophet – in himself, once he is the sole “fountain of grace” (III, q. 22, a.1).


Aquinas considered as highly inappropriate the mere thought that Christ could benefit from his own priestly ministry. He turned to two philosophical considerations: if someone wants that some influence of his touch the whole species one belongs to, one cannot presume that one can also be the recipient of one’s own action. No prime agent can turn himself or herself into the passive recipient of one’s own action. Physics, for Aquinas, carries the day: can the sun ever make good use of its own light? Both sun and fire emit light and heat they cannot enjoy.48 Thomas concluded that Christ’s priestly mediation is meant to benefit others: it is a one-way communication (III, q. 22, a. 4).


Similarly, Jesus could never benefit from his own prayer, if to benefit of something implies a certain lack of that very thing. Unlike Jesus, priests “participate in and share of the effect of their priesthood not in as much as they are priests, but in so far as they are sinners” (III, q. 22, a. 4, ad 1um). At this point, the angelic Doctor turned to patristic and medieval exegesis. If the Old Covenant is the figure of the New, it needs the completion and the fulfilment that Jesus brings about. The high priest of the Old Covenant – a figure – could never attain perfection: every year, he offered sacrifices for himself and for others. Christ’s priestly action is a one-time-for-all. Once Jesus needs no sacrifice of satisfaction for himself, he offers the one and only perfect sacrifice to God (III, q. 22, a. 4, ad 3um). Consequently, he belongs to the order of Melchisedech in a way that permits the latter – a figure – to await “the excellence of Christ” (III, q. 22, a. 6).


It is in his commentary on Peter’s encounter with the risen Christ, as narrated in John’s Gospel, that Thomas studied the interaction between the Christ who calls and Peter, the one who is called for a specific mission. He did so in the third and fourth lectures on John 21 which he dedicated to John 21:15-17 and 21:18 respectively.49

Contemplating on John 21:15 – “Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?” – Thomas concluded that candidates to ministry in the Church need to be examined as to the time, the tone, and the object of their own, personalized call. Quoting from 1 Tim 5:22, he reminded his hearers that one should never be hasty in such matters. Candidates approach such an evaluation after they has been fully nourished through “the spiritual meal by which the soul is refreshed with spiritual gifts” (the time). Three things set the right tone: (i) obedience (he who does not know how to obey cannot be in charge of others and order them about); (ii) knowledge and understanding (to watch well over those entrusted to one’s care); and (iii) God’s grace, through which one can live out a calling. 


Thomas considered love to be the object of a call! Christ questions Peter’s love in the presence of the others. Both Christ – who reads hearts – and Peter knew of the latter’s love: but Peter needs to come out into the open and profess that love of his to the others. His love has to be spoken above board! But, before questioning him, Jesus has already “restored love and banished his fear”.50

Aquinas thus set his first principle: a call to mission can only be born out of lived love.


Then he carefully portrayed those who are unfit for ministry: (a) the self-lover who seeks personal advantage or gain; (b) the one who is not any better than those he cares for and guides51; (c) those who put preconditions; (d) those who cannot stand God’s scrutiny but handle easily human judgment52; (e) private motivations of sorts – either in the candidate or on the part of the elector (they vary from “carnal love” to “the expectation of ecclesiastical advancement”, or to “temporal advantage”). If such are to be chosen, their selection is either partial or a fraud!53

A second principle shows how God’s call cannot come second to formation and discernment, as necessary as these can be.


Aquinas qualified what he meant by better choice: ‘better’ cannot be interpreted unilaterally. He pointed to four different criteria: a better formation or education, a more competent behaviour, a more discerning mind, and a more unanimous acceptance by others. These qualities should complement each other and question any decision that might opt for a criterion to the detriment of any of the others. Thomas punctiliously mentioned holiness by name: not even individual sanctity can by itself guarantee good service.


Singled out by the Risen Lord, Peter humbles himself before Christ and his companion-apostles: “He does not say that he loves Jesus more than they”! Only a humble Peter can learn the difference between his own amor and the Lord’s dilectio. While the latter presupposes on Christ’s part an act of election or choice, the former is a simple, basic “movement of our appetitive power”. It still needs to be regulated by reason.54 The Church consists of “beginners, those who have made some progress, and the perfect”. Consequently, Thomas insists, whenever a person is missioned in the Church, he or she has to deal with all three groups. Hence, the Church should be ready to assist others in three ways: (i) through teaching, (ii) by example, and (iii) through all kinds of temporal assistance. Apostolic care cannot be reduced only to the spiritual field.55

Consequently, it is the Lord’s call that constitutes someone at the service of the Church, though the latter needs to discern and help that call mature. Thomas would want this third principle clearly spelled out. The Lord teaches, purifies and strengthens the ones he calls: everything else assists and lends a hand.


Peter’s encounter with the Lord leads to the prediction of his own suffering and eventual death. Thomas considers those missioned within the Church to be called to the supreme testimony: this does not mean that each must prepare one’s self for martyrdom. Witnessing, Thomas believed, cannot be done by half, nor can it be done only temporarily (if it needs to be done properly and to its fullest extent). It is the old Peter who will eventually offer his life for Christ: for the time being, he has to wait as still too young.56

Demands as regards mission come from the Risen Lord. When God’s people to place such a request to the one thus called, the latter needs to discern what the Lord might have to say. On the contrary, when one submits some mission project, the believing community too needs to evaluate it in the light of Christ’s recapitulation of all things.


The prediction of Peter’s martyrdom provides an occasion to reflect on ministry and suffering. Aquinas pointed out that saints suffer on three counts: (a) their desire to be with Christ, though they are still in the flesh and enjoy the time as a chance to love Christ better and more; (b) their acceptance of suffering as part of their ministry, though persecutors might be to blame; (c) their desire to suffer for Christ, though not allowed either to call the shot or to call it a day.57 Aquinas punctiliously noted how John wrote his account well after Peter had met his death. He did so “that one may not “think this statement was lightly written”. John’s Church testifies that Peter’s martyrdom did glorify God.58

Aquinas’s last axiom states that “the greatness of the Lord is shown by the fact that the saints brave death for his truth and faith”.59 Whatever happens as an in-between, whatever occurs between one’s call and one’s glorification of the risen Lord, is the direct consequence of the call and the immediate preparation of the final witness to the resurrection. Ministry, far from being simply an action that addresses the needs of others, translates the call into glory, as it turns young age into old age and prepares the person to become an offering that is pleasing to God.


Though Aquinas was not as poetic as Augustine, he too avoided identifying youth with the call to ministry. What is important is that the Risen Jesus calls Simon Peter, together with all his inner misgivings, and transforms the call not just into an unforgettable souvenir but into a foundational experience at the total service of God’s people and for the glory of God.

6. A call to Journey

For any believer, the primary experience should be the Lord’s call. In spite of the many challenges to vocational discernment, the Lord’s voice carries the day. In a world where – quoting Taylor – “God is one human possibility among others”, the one Jesus calls needs to enter into a close, personal relation with him. As the Lord passes by, he challenges a fully fledged experience. It may consist in boats and nets (Peter and Andrew, James and John), one’s place of work or network of social relations (Matthew). Even Augustine found it hard to relinquish a life, he could no longer subscribe to; that went on, till the day he was fully convinced he had found the ‘right’ path.60 He took that decision at Cassiciacum, in November 386, when he renounced his career as a “seller of words” (venditorem verborum)61; it happened only a few months short of the mystical experience at Ostia.62
(a) Departure

Every believer looks for a sense of belonging in the faith; the person does that as one continues with the usual business in life. Were we to understand Trent’s proposals that the young be first formed and then approach their own call, ours should first become a society that knows how to foster belonging, together with a matter-of-fact approach to life. Trent addressed a society that humanly speaking was well-knit and committed to a clear religious affiliation. Ours is diametrically opposed: the nuclear family is going through great challenges. Even around the same table, one can no longer presume that all family members deal with life in the same way and adopt the same value-system. Besides, protracted adolescence and rampant pluralism do question belonging and social conventions.


As Christians promote culture and sustain a positive construction of society at large, the Risen Lord passes by and offers a challenge, as he moves on. Jesus gets through to some committed person and proposes a renewed commitment on behalf of God’s own people. Aquinas’ claim, that a call to ministry be the result of lived love, clearly calls for some commitment that antecedes Christ’s call.


Only a ‘grown-up’ can respond with one’s whole self. Whether one has ‘grown-up’ or not, goes beyond the mere discussion about age, or about prior formation. Augustine knows quite well that the six ages, or stages in life, are but a convention. What counts is a person’s solid commitment to life that the Lord can then challenge, calling the person to move on ... with him. Within our relativistic and pluralistic society, the Lord’s voice becomes one among many others. It might fade out of attention-spans and or be a ‘holy’ voice rather than the voice of the Holy.  The Gospels do insist that the Lord’s request rests solely on his authority. Schooled as they were in the Torah, the first disciples heard their momentous call, recognized the authority of the one calling them, and acted accordingly.


In Augustine’s career, Cassiciacum and the letting go of his teaching career occurred only because he had been working at his baptismal call for years on end. Augustine’s ministry was born as a result of that original call. His service within the Church traced its origin to Valerius’s double ‘spiritual kidnapping’. The old bishop first ‘grabbed’ an emeritus professor on an occasional trip to Hippo and ordained him a priest; later, he prized off a scripture scholar (and priest in ‘name’) away from his books into ministry. Valerius wanted to see Augustine definitely on board (rather than lost in his studies) and co-steering the diocese with him. The Lord’s call and its strange ways in Augustine’s life were so different from that of Aquinas. The latter ‘simply’ escaped an ecclesiastical career at the Benedictine monastery of Monte Cassino and chose the young Dominican family, as he fled his parents’ clutches. Christ’s call did pull Thomas away from a career destined for him ‘at birth’.63

The rich person of the Gospels, on the other hand, was unable to renounce to his former commitments (his ‘possessions’). His problem was not some young age: his commitments commandeered a more powerful voice and attraction than Christ’s.


Vocation promoters measure themselves against religious indifference, relativism, family instability, and issues relating to human growth. And they must do that. The major problem, they need to address, is how to obtain the collaboration of Christian communities. These should treasure a Lord who can question and challenge current commitments. If a community devoutly seeks a God who does not say a lot in daily life, the chances that someone hears the Lord’s voice run low. When Christians only look for God at the ‘temple’, can they meet him along the way?

(b) Encounter

In the Gospel narratives, Jesus calls as he is on his way through towns and villages, intent on proclaiming the good news of conversion and offering his Father’s communion to all. Such a Christ has no time to lose. And the urgency of his call demands a corresponding urgency in the elicited response.


A leisurely approach in a possible call to ministry is proof enough, that person is still ‘young’. Our “come-and-sees” dedicate time and energy to vocational procedures (meetings, interviews, etc.). Could this unwittingly dampen the urgency of their encounter with the Lord?64 Such necessary procedures ascertain what that call might mean for that person and for the Church at large. They would backfire, were the person incapable of appreciating and nourishing his or her momentous encounter with Jesus. 


The called one needs encouragement and support to treasure the great experience of Christ’s call. That has is quite different from looking at past pictures or narrating past events. The Lord’s call is an experience of real transcendence. The narrative of the burning bush (Ex 3) highlights some important details. The called first goes through the unwelcome sensation of trespassing on a ground one cannot own: inadequacy runs high. As curiosity and novelty beckon into the unknown, one feels torn away from a known and welcoming world, and into uncharted territory. What does lie beyond that threshold? What does the other side hide? Would it bring about a better life than the one that is left behind?


In that encounter, loss is coupled with gain, the known and the unknown exchange places. The fearful sensation that – from then onwards – everything may be a climbing down, may well freeze and halt the person in one’s own footsteps. No one can live with and sustain a continual high: our physical build shields us, to protect us! The fear, the call will bring in another lifestyle, may block a person from moving ahead. Weighing pros and cons, one must make up one’s mind whether the priceless jewel of a call is worth its while and takes the leap. 


God’s providence did help Augustine through his encounter with Ambrose, as the latter guided the undecided scholar achieve maturity. Ambrose helped Augustine grow as a rhetor (that is, within his current commitments). Unlike the rich man in the Gospels and like Augustine, the called might need time to rethink and re-evaluate previous commitments. During that period, the call must tower over any thought pattern: were that to be no longer the case, the encounter with the passing Lord may be considered over and done with.65

In the Lord’s ‘words’ a person needs to discern a call to intimacy and concrete discipleship. This may prove to be quite daunting in a postmodern world that shies away from close encounters. In the inner ‘silence’ and in close contact with Jesus, the call turns into a make or break situation. The four Gospel writers dwelt on the immediacy of the elicited response: they drove home the fact that nothing can come in between Caller and called. Turning – as does the monastic tradition in the Church – to the imagery Bernard of Clairvaux took from the Song of Songs, the call is that moment in which the Divine Lover and the loved know, they will move on together ... as one.66 Though it involves knowledge, it is more of a commitment of intimate love: though it needs to be worked at, love shows the way.


Through that very call Jesus becomes the “significant other”. Whenever and wherever the person looks for meaning and direction, the Lord is the travelling companion, showing the way. His is the voice to be heard above all others, and his is the road that challenges all possible options. Faced with many such options, no harm can be done as long as the last word is the Lord’s. The moment the Lord’s becomes another voice in some dodecaphonic tune, his can hardly be the ‘dominant’ note in that person’s tune. The person would then be in a worse situation than ever before. Jesus’ becomes another added voice to contend with, a voice that continues to request full attention and total dedication. Christ’s cannot simply be a word of wisdom or a breathtaking, intellectual illumination: if his word merely increases and embellishes the symphony of truth and wisdom without showing the way forward, what good can it achieve?


Aquinas would insist, the person hears (and needs to hear) that call in the company of ‘others’. Peter’s peers were not far off, as Jesus ‘interviewed’ him. Jesus’ call is always an inclusive call (inclusive of all). It brings people together and welds them into communion with God and with one another. Called to a shared ideal, ‘my’ individual call finds its right place within ‘ours’: the called forms part of the ‘heavenly’ symphony on earth, God’s Church. The ecclesial dimension of some call cannot be a mere added reflection, or a postscript. Were it so, Aquinas believes, the person may be called to holiness ... but not to mission and service.

(c) Foundation

Paul is the only apostle who left some biographical recollection of what his call meant for him. The others took it for granted, as any builder would a cornerstone. Paul’s account is not much to go by: his was what Ignatius Loyola calls a direct illumination from heaven.67 The Transfiguration account may prove to be a better model.


In the Gospel stories, Jesus’ baptism was his own foundational experience. Luke interprets the Transfiguration as Jesus’ special prayer time, during which Jesus’ major concern was his ‘second baptism’: “Two men talked with him, Moses and Elijah, who appeared in glory and spoke of his departure, which he was to accomplish at Jerusalem” (Lk 9:30-31). For Peter, James and John, though, it was an awe-inspiring vision of Jesus’ glory (9:32). Was it then that their mind could grasp what Jesus stands for? The opposites that accompany a theophany – light and darkness, silence and words, joy and fear – spell it out.


From then on, theirs was moving downhill. What words could adequately explain what they had been through? Silence seemed more appropriate. Loneliness swept exhilaration away, as the theophany gave way to everyday life. Could they handle that great intuition into Jesus and his mission? It too receded and faded away, as they looked on Jesus ... “alone”. A new day took over and dispersed that eve filled with hope and joy. They climbed down the mountain, unable to narrate what they had been through. Luke thinks it receded into an absence of speech (Lk 9:36), while Matthew and Mark interpret it as a lack of comprehension, or a silence that Jesus himself asked of them (Mt 17:9-10 and Mk 9:10). 


Jesus simply moved on, as he threw himself into the crowd and its concerns. Unable to carry on Jesus’ work in his absence, the disciples receded into the background. They made their come back, as he addressed his personal concern and spoke about his passion, the topic he had discussed with Moses and Elijah: “The Son of man is to be delivered into the hands of men” (Lk 9:44).68 They still contended with a loss of words (Lk 9:45), to the extent that they sought refuge in a discussion on who was the greatest (Lk 9:46-48). All these Synoptics carry these details, though Matthew introduces the question of Elijah’s return: he is the only one to see Peter, James and John verbalise their reactions to the transfiguration in some form (Mt 17:10-13).


Can one verbalise adequately a foundational experience?69 A whole lifetime would not suffice. Peter too learned that by experience, Aquinas proudly and consolingly points out.


The called goes through a period of considerable unease and discomfort. Just as Jesus’ call topples any earlier equilibrium, that peak experience eludes comprehension. The believing community can show its support and concern to the called, as it treasures the ups and downs that crisscross the person’s heart. Like Jesus, they accompany that person down the ‘mountain’ and share the person’s journey (maybe in utter silence). Support and acceptance provide the key! Answering the person’s questions, though important at first sight, is not so vital: those very questions might be skirting the main issue. Talking about Elijah’s return helped the three disciples to verbalise somehow, as they needed Jesus’ support more than ever.


An immediate result of that call is that one’s loved ones fade out of focus, as did Zebedee, James’ and John’s father. After the transfiguration, Peter, James and John seemed too dazed to take in what had happened to the other disciples. When Jesus took over, the three blend with the other nine. Returning to daily life, the called has to re-weave life’s texture and commitments. Support and encouragement do make matters easier. And – in a later narration of one’s life story – those very individuals, who fade in and out, constitute a sure point of departure as they provide clear points of reference in stormy times. Jesus’s call changes them too into a living ‘warranty’ that ‘authenticates’ a particular call. Zebedee continues to be ‘mentioned’ in the story of his sons’ call. Peter too recalls the transfiguration as witness to his own ministry:

For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty. For when he received honour and glory from God the Father and the voice was borne to him by the Majestic Glory, "This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased," we heard this voice borne from heaven, for we were with him on the holy mountain (2 Pt 1:16-18).


Whatever happens – perhaps unbeknown to these ‘others’ (persons or far-off events) – serves as springboard in all the called person goes though, as he or she follows Christ’s call.

(d) Direction

As Augustine the bishop deconstructed and reconstructed the first half of his life, he deepened his ‘hold’ of God’s presence and sought spiritual healing. Understanding better the dynamics of one’s call introduces the person to the tools that can assist in future discernments of God’s fidelity. Ignatius Loyola refers to two other methods that lead to a decision. Unlike the first, they constitute more of an ‘active’ intellectual, than experiential, approach.


Through the interplay of consolations and desolations, the believer discerns which way God is leading70: an intellectual exercise that closely follows on experience. The Ignatian discernment of spirits primarily leads to a closer union with God.71 The Lord’s call may usher in a period during which the called takes it all in, and sorts out its meaning. Though the called may feel at the centre of such activity, one is simply at the receptive end: not unlike Augustine, that person undergoes spiritual strengthening and healing.


Lonergan’s understanding of conversion clarifies further the above process, as he distinguishes conversion into intellectual, religious, and moral. K. Hide summarises it thus:72
Intellectual conversion clarifies the horizon of our knowing. It questions and eliminates deeply held, distorted myths about reality, to enable divine wisdom to be the only source of our knowing. Moral conversion shifts our criteria for decision making from the satisfaction of the self as the basis of choice, to the discovery and pursuit of truth and value. Religious conversion integrates the history of our conversions and establishes us firmly in our centre in God.  Inclusive of intellectual and moral conversion, it frees us to surrender all so that we may love in a way that engenders self-transcendence.73

Augustine – the seeker, the intellectual, the believer, and the bishop – brings the above to life. Aquinas’s second principle (cf above) provides the clearest of bounds: discernment cannot outshine or outrun God’s call.


Ignatius’s third method is a more of a theological exercise. One considers how to serve and praise God within the Church and cooperate with Jesus’ mission that saves humanity from the slavery of sin and death.74 It is quite different from Augustine’s Confessions. As the bishop wrote his masterpiece, he lay beyond any choice of life; as head of a local church, his life had been sorted out. His Confessions though celebrate a life-choice as he carried it forward. He could truly thank God’s wisdom and rejoice in God’s goodness. He was living out Aquinas’ third principle: the Lord's call, as seconded by the Church's discerning formation, constitutes someone a believer and calls him or her to serve the Church.


Thomas’s last suggestion runs on the same lines of the English proverb: “The proof of the pie lies in its eating”. For Aquinas, “the greatness of the Lord is shown by the fact that the saints brave death for God’s [gifts of] truth and faith”.75 Benedict XVI’s words – “In fact, the love of Christ must be communicated to the brothers by example and words, with all one’s life” – repropose the intensity of the person’s response to God’s call, a significance that does challenge every new dawn. Whatever the person’s fidelity to God’s call, God continues to be faithful to that same call, as God challenges every single day of the person he has called.


Once “the gift of faith”, Benedict XVI adds, “calls all Christians to co-operate in the work of evangelization”, believers contemplate mission as “a witness of divine love”. Mission “becomes particularly effective when it is shared in a community, ‘so that the world may believe’ (cf Jn 17:21)”.76

For Ignatius Loyola, God is the goal of every human existence created, as we all are, “to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord” and thus obtain the salvation of one’s ‘soul’ (one’s interiority, Augustine would say).77 Struggling with her own limitations and what she considered to be her shortcomings, Julian of Norwich stated: “I made mourning and sorrow ... without reason and discretion. But Jesus who, in this vision informed me of all that I needed, ... has left me to holy Church, and I am hungry and thirsty and needy and sinful and frail and wilfully submit to the teaching of holy Church with all my even-Christians to the end of my life. He answered in this word and said, ‘Sin is needful, but all shall be well. And all shall be well. And all manner thing shall be well’”.78
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