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Brief summary:

Seminary formators influence greatly the pastoral work for vocations through their privileged role in the mystagogical formation of seminarians.  The seminarians “come away” for a time as did “the Twelve” to be with Jesus and to be formed for the service of the Church after the image of the Good Shepherd.  While not neglecting their intellectual, spiritual, pastoral and human formation, the liturgical life of the seminary is the nexus for the total formation of the candidate for Holy Orders.  The liturgy and pastoral charity are the chief elements of a priestly spirituality which grounds the seminarian in his formation and one day in his priestly service.  It is in his priestly service that other young men will hear the call to, “Come, follow me.” 

Kevin C.McCoy, I formatori del Seminario sono anche Direttori delle Vocazioni
I formatori del Seminario impartiscono una direzione alla pastorale vocazionale attraverso il loro ruolo privilegiato nella formazione mistagogica che danno ai seminaristi. I seminaristi «»s’allontanano per un po’ di tempo come hanno fatto «i dodici» per essere con Gesù e perché si forminoal servizio della Chiesa sul modello del Buon Pastore. Senza per niente trascurando la loro formazione intellettuale, spirituale, pastorale ed umana, la vita liturgica del Seminario è il centro di tutta la formazione del candidato agli Ordini sacri. La liturgia insieme con la carità pastorale sono gli elementi principali della spiritualità sacerdotale ed è pure il fondamento della formazione del seminarista e del futuro sacerdote. Vedendo il sacerdote mentre svolge il suo servizio pastorale, i giovani sentiranno la chiamata, «Vieni, e seguimi». 

Kevin C. McCoy.  Formadores nos seminaries também são diretores espirituais. 

Os formadores nos seminários influenciam o trabalho pastoral pelas vocações devido a sua posição privilegiada na formação mistagógica dos seminaristas. Como fizeram os Doze Apóstolos junto a Jesus, os seminaristas “se retiram” por um curto período para treinar-se no serviço da Igreja, como a imagem do Bom Pastor nos ensina. Embora a formação intelectual, espiritual, pastoral e humana não seja abandonada, a vita litúrgica no seminário torna-se a ligação para a formação completa do condidato ao sacramento da Ordem. A liturgia e a caridade pastoral são os elementos principais para a espiritualidade sacerdotal, a qual alicerça o seminarista em sua formação e no serviço sacerdotal futuro. Outros jovens ouvirão o chamado “Venham e me sigam” nesse serviço sacerdotal por ele ministrado.

Kevin C.McCoy, I formatori del Seminario sono anche Direttori delle Vocazioni

Die Ausbilder im Seminar können der Berufungspastoral einen Sinn und eine Ausrichtung verleihen durch die vorrangige Rolle, die ihnen bei der mystagogischen Ausbildung der Seminaristen zukommt. Diese verlassen für einige Zeit ihr Umfeld, wie es „die Zwölf“ taten, um bei Jesus zu sein, und um ausgebildet zu werden für den kirchlichen Dienst nach dem Vorbild des guten Hirten. Ohne die intellektuelle, geistliche, pastorale und menschliche Ausbildung zu vernachlässigen, ist das liturgische Leben des Seminars der Mittelpunkt der gesamten Ausbildung der Weihekandidaten und muß zu diesem Mittelpunkt werden. Die Liturgie ist zusammen mit der Hirtenliebe das grundlegende Element der priesterlichen Spiritualität, und sie ist auch die Grundlage der Ausbildung des Seminaristen und zukünftigen Priesters. Wenn sie den Priester seinen Hirtendienst erfüllen sehen, dann werden die jungen Männer auf den Ruf des Herrn hören, der auch zu ihnen sagt: „Komm und folge mir nach“.

Seminary Formators are Vocation Directors, too

The boy stands at his makeshift altar (perhaps his mother’s coffee table).  His “eucharistic bread” is nothing more than a simple piece of leaven bread shaped to resemble that which he sees offered at Sunday Mass.  His “sacramental wine” is at best some grape juice, but grape-flavored “Kool-Aid” will do.  His “Missale Romanum” is a family prayer book or a monthly missalette, and his “vestments” may be no more than two towels pinned together at his shoulders.  Yet there he stands “the priest” poised to imitate the celebration of a sacred ritual that he has so often observed.  He plays “church” choosing to be the priest, responding at one level to the saving mystery into which he has been baptized.

He is playing.  No one would mistake his actions for those of the ordained presbyter, but still the boy is caught up in the wonderment of a mystery he does not fully understand – a mystery no one of us fully understands.  We would not stop his play; in itself it is harmless.  But such play can be an anticipation of a life to come – in this world and in this case, in the next.   As he matures, his understanding and appreciation for this sacred mystery of faith will develop.  And he will be ever more caught up in the love of the God he cannot see (Preface of Christmas I).  Whether or not he grows up to become a priest, is one thing.  His play still orients him toward the true life for which we all yearn (Ratzinger, The Spirit of the Liturgy, pp. 13 ff).  Still it is quite another thing, were his play to be dismissed out of hand as being purely whimsical child’s play. 

While it is true that not each young boy who has “played priest” will exhibit a true vocation to the ministerial priesthood, care must be given to nurture, to foster vocations so that the needs of the sacred ministry in the universal Church are provided for sufficiently (Code of Canon Law CIC 233).  In fact, it is the duty of the entire Church to be involved in the pastoral work of promoting vocations “to care for the birth, discernment, and fostering of vocations, particularly those to the priesthood” (CIC 233; Patores Dabo Vobis 34).

As the fifth edition of the United States bishops’ Program for Priestly Formation delineates, there are various responsibilities within the ecclesial context to satisfy this duty.  Basing itself largely upon Pastores dabo vobis number 41, the bishops comment upon these responsibilities, namely, those of the whole Church (all the baptized), the family, the local Ordinary (bishop), the presbyterate, the vocation director, the seminary and the seminarians (Program for Priestly Formation  32).

This article will the focus on the particular responsibility of seminary formators in their formation of priests whose pastoral work itself will “care for the birth, discernment, and fostering of vocations” (Pastores dabo vobis 34).  To this end, it is instructive to consider the vocational responsibilities of the bishop, the presbyterate, the seminary and the seminarians as delineated in the U.S. bishops’ Program for Priestly Formation (see number 32):

-    The bishop:  “The first responsibility for the pastoral work of promoting priestly vocations lies with the Bishop, who is called to be the first to exercise this responsibility, even though he can and must call upon many others to cooperate with him” (Pastores dabo vobis, no. 41).  However he shares his responsibility, the pastoral task of promoting priestly vocations remains his task for which he must continue to offer supervision and direct involvement (CIC, c. 385).  As the one responsible for the unity of the local church and its communion with the universal Church, the bishop, especially in the context of the United States, must encourage a wide range of candidates who represent the cultural and linguistic diversity of his diocese.

· The presbyterate:  “The Bishop can rely above all on the cooperation of his presbyterate [in the pastoral task of promoting priestly vocations].  All its priests are untied to him and share his responsibility in seeking and fostering priestly vocations”(Pastores dabo vobis, no. 41).  They do this by inviting men to consider the priesthood as a possible vocation.  For those who are discerning the call, priests can nurture their sense of vocation and be invaluable mentors along the path of discernment.  Through their priestly ministry, especially in parish assignments, priests are able to recognize the prayerfulness, the talents, and the character of men who may be called to priestly ministry.  “At the same time the diligence of priests in carrying out their Eucharistic ministry, together with the conscious, active, and fruitful participation of the faithful in the Eucharist, provides young men with a powerful example and incentive for responding generously to God’s call.  Often it is the example of a priest’s fervent charity which the Lord uses to sow and to bring to fruition in a young man’s heart the seed of a priestly calling” (John Paul II, Ecclesia de Eucharistia, no. 31).

· The seminary:  The seminary plays a collaborative role in the promotion and an important role in the discernment of vocations.  A seminary attached to a particular diocese often subsumes the responsibilities of a diocesan vocation director/recruiter.  In the seminary, the rector, assisted by his faculty, is especially important in promoting, assessing, and developing priestly vocations.  His leadership in this role is spiritual, pastoral, and administrative.

· Seminarians: Seminarians also play a significant role in promoting priestly vocations through the friendships they form outside the seminary setting, through their visible presence in their home parishes, through their involvement in Christian service activities and field education, through their assistance with vocation programs, and through the welcome they extend to visitors at the seminary.

Return for a moment to the young boy playing “priest.”  What attracts him to take up this role of  “priest”?  It is something that he has observed and it has captured his fascination, his imagination.  Just as the speeding fire truck with lights twirling and sirens screaming might evoke a desire in young children to play their roles as firefighters, so too the sacred mysteries well celebrated will capture the imagination.  Yes, at some point playtime ends and choices are made.  Nevertheless, the power of example is a strong motivation that can move anyone beyond child’s play to a soul-searching examination of what is God’s will.  


“The diligence of priests in carrying out their Eucharistic ministry, together with the conscious, active, and fruitful participation of the faithful in the Eucharist, provides young men with a powerful example and incentive for responding generously to God’s call”(John Paul II, Ecclesia de Eucharistia, no. 31).  The lived example of the parish priest can be for the young boy as well as for the young man the birth of vocational discernment.  Many priests will name such an example in recounting their vocation story, and what is more, as their vocational discernment matured the significance of the priestly example was amplified perhaps by an invitation to consider earnestly the call to the ministerial priesthood.   The priest-mentor may have been called upon for spiritual guidance or he may have elicited the prospective candidate’s use of certain talents to promote pastoral charity within the parish community.  For each priest, there is a unique vocational story, but more often than not those stories are born of a lived example of priestly prayer and charity.


The lived example of the parish priest is fundamental to much of the vocational effort of the Church.  But the young man’s desire for priesthood is itself not sufficient.  Beyond his own personal response to the prompting of the Spirit, the young man is trained; he is formed to become an alter Christus.  Hence, those responsible for the seminary formation of these priests are to be considered vital collaborators in the vocational promotion within the local churches, which the seminary serves.  It may well be that the seminary formator may never encounter a prospective seminarian whose vocation may have been called forth and nurtured by a particular local parish priest.  Still that formator can be said to have had an integral, though vicarious, role in “caring for the birth, discernment and fostering of vocations” within a local church.  What matters is that the formator himself not only understands but values this nexus of seminary formation and the pastoral work of vocations.  But how is this nexus to be identified so that it can be properly valued and promoted?


The short answer to this question is that the nexus exists fundamentally in the liturgical life of the seminary.  This is not to say that other aspects of seminarian formation have no value; for this is not the case.  Quite the contrary is true.  In fact, the various theological and pastoral instruction that occurs during priestly formation are to serve the liturgy which itself provides a unity underlying the whole enterprise of priestly training.  The Council Fathers put it this way, “the study of the Sacred Liturgy is to be ranked among the compulsory and major courses in seminaries…  Moreover, other professors, while striving to expound the mystery of Christ and the history of salvation from the angle proper to each of their own subjects, must nevertheless do so in a way which will clearly bring out the connection between their subjects and the Liturgy, also the unity which underlies all priestly training.  This consideration is especially important for professors of dogmatic, spiritual, and pastoral theology and for those of Holy Scripture” (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 14).  As necessary as is the intellectual, spiritual, human and pastoral formation of the seminarian, it all comes together and is concretely lived in the liturgical and communal life of the seminary.

 
It is the liturgy, for the most part, that is intrinsically linked to fostering in the seminarian a priestly spirituality that will sustain him as an individual priest in his missionary efforts in service to God’s people.  It is in the liturgy that the priest grows in his understanding of who he is to become in his relationship to Jesus Christ the High Priest.  It is in the liturgical celebration of the sacraments that the faithful will encounter their God through the ministrations of the priest and experience His call for each one of them to become holy (and for a certain number, they will seek to respond to this universal call by responding to a specific vocation to ministerial priesthood). 


That young man then who seeks to enter a seminary program of priestly formation is above all pursuing his primary Christian vocation.  He is striving for holiness, for a divine sharing in Christ’s risen life.  In this pursuit he is no different from any other baptized individual.  The Council Fathers in Lumen Gentium teach about holiness and the universal call to holiness.  It is because the Church is so united to Christ as his body that the Church shares in the unique holiness of the Triune God.  “Therefore in the Church, everyone whether belonging to the hierarchy, or being cared for by it, is called to holiness.” (Lumen Gentium, 39)  Christ, the divine Teacher and Model of all perfection, preached holiness of life for all his disciples and sent his Holy Spirit upon all men and women so that, sharing in the divine life, they might move inwardly to love the Father completely and love others as Christ himself.  Each of the Christian faithful has personally received a share in this grace of holiness through baptism into the mystery of Christ and is renewed in this holiness through the Eucharist.  This life of holiness, precisely because it is a divine sharing in the risen life of Jesus, promotes a more than human manner of living. Holiness entails a way of living according to the mind and heart of Christ ever before the Father for His glory in the power of the Spirit who sanctifies, who makes life holy.   Sharing in Christ’s risen life is itself a great gift that bears much fruit in one’s life.  As a result, all of the faithful have an obligation to respond to this divine life with an attachment to the evangelical counsels, to perfecting charity, with eyes fixed on the kingdom yet to come.  All Christians, all priests are urged by the Church to protect this holy way of life.


For young men in preparation for the ministerial priesthood (and one day as priests), however, there are those elements of the spiritual life according to our tradition that do indeed guide and specifically shape the seminarian’s vocation to holiness.  It is not that the gift of holiness among priests (and those in priestly formation) is distinguished in the gift, for the same gift is given to all.  Still, the Council teaches that the gift of holiness in priests must be regarded as always oriented toward those they are called to serve, the service they give in Christ’s person, Christ’s name, to his body, the Church.  Priestly service becomes the lens then through which those in priestly formation and priests see and understand the charge to be holy, to live a holy way of life.  The priests’ sacramental participation in the ministerial priesthood of Christ configures them uniquely in Christ the priest to give their lives over entirely to the Father in his Son, not only for themselves or for another, but for the whole of the body, the Church.  Priests are to give themselves generously, as did Christ, to those now entrusted to their care by the head of the body (see Presbyterorum ordinis, 12).


Seminary formation is then a necessary period of life wherein a man preparing for Holy Orders is formed in this holy way of life.  It is not a trade school wherein certain skills are acquired or learned, but “in its deepest identity the seminary is called to be, in its own way, a continuation in the Church of the apostolic community gathered about Jesus, listening to his word, proceeding toward the Easter experience, awaiting the gift of the Spirit for the mission (Pastores dabo vobis, 60).”  This community is to offer to the seminarian the possibility of re-living the experience of formation which the Lord provided for the Twelve.  It is truly meant to be an ecclesial community, “a ‘community of the disciples of the Lord in which the one same liturgy (which imbues life with a spirit of prayer) is celebrated; a community molded daily in the reading and meditation of the word of God and with the sacrament of the Eucharist, and in the practice of fraternal charity and justice; a community in which, as its life and the life of each of its members progresses, there shine forth the Spirit of Christ and love for the Church’ (191)” (Pastores dabo vobis, 60).  As such, seminary formation can be understood to be a period of intense mystagogical formation. Hence, perhaps it is most fitting that the synodal fathers would caution that as a way of life “the seminary should be experienced not as something external and superficial, or simply a place in which to live and study, but in an interior and profound way. It should be experienced as a community, a specifically ecclesial community, a community that relives the experience of the group of Twelve who were united to Jesus (193)” (Pastores dabo vobis, 60).


In other words, seminary life is no playground.  Just as the Exodus was not so much a necessity for Israel to reach the Promised Land, but a necessary experience for Israel to learn how to worship the Lord (see Ratzinger, The Spirit of the Liturgy, p. 14 ff); so the seminary is not to be understood so much as a means to the end (ordination to the ministerial priesthood), but as a necessary period to come away with the Lord and to be formed by him (much as were the Twelve) in a holy way of life for service to the entire Church.

So the primary questions for seminary formators become: What does the tradition pass on to us as a means to insure a holy way of life for those preparing for the priesthood and for priests?  What are the essential elements of the spirituality of the priest?  And how does the Church advise her priests to be holy, to express the risen life of the Lord? 

 Not surprisingly, the priestly spirituality is profoundly liturgical.  The chief means or elements of the priestly spirituality include praying the Liturgy of the Hours, participating in the Holy Eucharist and engaging in pastoral charity.  While other traditional aids include the celebration of the Sacrament of Penance, devotion to our Lady and the Saints, and spiritual companionship (see Presbyterorum ordinis, chapter 3, CIC 276, n. 2-5).  In commenting briefly upon these elements, the commentary is offered within the context of the Easter experience.  Following the commentary some concrete suggestions will be offered for consideration by formators who have the privileged responsibility for passing along this spirituality which will make the newly formed priest a suitable animator of priestly vocations through his own pastoral and missionary efforts.  [The suggestions are not meant to be exhaustive of all considerations, but should serve as a basis for discussion among seminary formators with respect to their particular situation.]

THE LITURGY OF THE HOURS

During the Easter season, the Church announces, or in truth the Risen Lord himself declares, that all believers indeed belong to him.  The Risen Lord lives in the believer and the believer lives in him.  The Father who sent his Son to us and whose Son died for us, has, by the power of the Spirit, raised us with Christ so that he may remain in us and we may remain in him.  In this salvific reality we come to be known as his friends and not slaves, and we know that he has chosen us.  He has chosen us to share his risen life so that we too, by our very lives united to his, may give glory to the Father.  This, our communion in Christ is wonderfully expressed in the Gospel of John, 

I will not leave you orphans,

I will come to you.

In a little while the world will no longer see me, but you will see me, 

because I live and you will live.

On that day you will realize that I am in my Father and you are in me and I in you.  [John 14, 18-20]

The singular communion of Christ with his Father and with the Church, his body, is the Easter gift.  This experience of the Easter relationship with God helps the seminarian to see why the Church places first among the chief elements of a priestly spirituality the praying of the Liturgy of the Hours.  For when participating in the Liturgy of the Hours, in common or in private, the priest prays with and in Christ the Head before the Father.   He prays with and for every member of the Church; with every member incorporated into Christ’s Body through the Lord’s death and resurrection, his prayer joins in unceasing praise and petition.  Praying the Liturgy of Hours presumes the priest’s life united to the Risen Lord; it sustains this life in the Risen Lord, and it manifests his life in the Risen Lord.  In praying the Liturgy of the Hours the priest joins in the unfolding mystery of Christ’s offering before the Father, and the words of John’s Gospel are realized:  Jesus is in the Father and we are in Jesus and Jesus in us.  And as such, praying the Liturgy of the Hours creates in the seminarian and priest a heart and mind attuned to the needs, sufferings and hopes of the Body of Christ (Pastores dabo vobis, 48; Program for Priestly Formation, 110).

The Liturgy of Hours, as Christ’s prayer, is the original source of contemplating and imagining God’s love for us and our love for the Him in Christ.  The Liturgy of the Hours is the true Christian priestly prayer.  It is a never-ending wellspring for the priest’s holy way of life, living in communion with the Risen Lord.

While seminarians will need to be instructed formally for the future official ministry of the praying of the Liturgy of the Hours, the most successful instruction seminary formators can give comes through their own model behavior.  Communal celebrations of Morning and Evening Prayer are mandated in many programs of priestly formation (e.g., Program for Priestly Formation, 117).  Where this is the case, formators, especially those whose residence is the seminary itself, ought not to excuse themselves lightly from these communal liturgical celebrations.  In particular, for a priest-formator, who as a minister of God is already obligated to pray to God in the name of the Church for all the people entrusted to him, to absent himself regularly from such communal celebrations can create confusion in the mind of the seminarian as to the true value of this priestly prayer.  The seminarian may not have progressed sufficiently to realize that his praying of the Liturgy of the Hours with and for the entire Church is much more than a personal prayer.  The communal celebration works specifically to underline this point.  Formators, respecting their particular forum (internal or external), should inquire also as to the daily time given over to personal prayer and the methods employed in addition to noting the seminarians commitment to the communal and private celebration of the Hours.  The goal is that the seminarian grow in his relationship with Jesus Christ and that he comes to understand how praying the Liturgy of the Hours can help him grow in this relationship in his relationship to the whole Church.

Furthermore, formation advisors in discussing spiritual exercises with their respective seminarian/advisee, would do well to inquire as to his praying of the Liturgy of the Hours on his “day-off,” as well as during extended holiday periods wherein the seminarian finds himself away from the routine of the seminary liturgical life.  Formation knows no holiday; and the discipline of personal prayer and prayer for the Church are sure signposts of their sacramental preparedness for Holy Orders.

When devising the seminary schedule, formators would do well to exercise great care in maintaining a proper respect for the integrity of each liturgical prayer.  For example, while Morning and Evening Prayer traditionally are referred to as being the “hinges” of the day, frequently Holy Mass is celebrated adjacent in time to one of these Hours.  In such cases, neither Hour ought to be joined to the celebration of the Eucharist as a regular practice.  It is true that provisions exist for combining these celebrations, but this is to be the exception – not the norm.  Care should also be given to craft a schedule that strives to allow for some time between communal liturgical celebrations.  This is not always realistic, for example, when Morning Prayer is followed immediately by the celebration of Eucharist for the seminary community.  Nevertheless, when making provisions for devotional prayers in the seminary community schedule, consideration should be given to allowing adequate time between any devotional prayers and the celebration of a particular hour of the Liturgy of the Hours (especially if they are to occur in the same worship space).  Practically speaking this time allows that ministers can properly prepare for the communal celebration of the Hour and that community members coming for the celebration of the Hour are not given to feel as though they are disrupting the devotional prayer that may precede the Hour.

During periods of the year wherein seminarians are present in the seminary and yet their academic classes are suspended (e.g., Holy Week), formators might consider introducing the communal celebration of other Hours beyond Morning and Evening Prayer.  For example, the communal celebration of the Office of Readings would be instructive of how this Hour is communally celebrated, and more importantly, it could invite the seminary community to a communal reflection based upon the Office of Readings.  This reflection could point the entire community toward a recollected preparation for the Sacred Triduum, for example.

THE HOLY EUCHARIST

The Paschal Vigil climaxes with celebration of the Holy Eucharist on that Easter night.  Here everything comes together.  This Eucharistic celebration gathers to it the Holy Thursday commemoration of its very institution; it renders salvific the Good Friday Passion, and it re-proclaims all of the events of Scripture in the eternal action of the death of the Lord and his resurrection.  The Holy Eucharist—the work of God and the work of the Church—is not static, or enclosed, or is it restrained by temporal limits.  During the Eucharistic Prayer the divine dynamism of the Eucharist each day, in each celebration is acclaimed:

When we eat this bread and drink this cup,

we proclaim your death, Lord Jesus,

until you come in glory.

The central experience of the Eucharistic Mystery is a genuine participation in the very death of the Lord Jesus.  This participation radically orients every Christian and priest to be conformed to this saving death.  Hence, every Christian understands the Eucharist as one of the chief elements of the spiritual life.  Christ is perfectly (and in obedience to the will of his Father) the eternal Son in giving over his life for the Father and for us.  The Lord Jesus in this eucharistic form is communicated to us and this very eucharistic celebration forms us (shapes our whole way of life) in the same eucharistic offering of self before God and one another.  This is why Christians eat the Body and Blood of the Lord.  And it is in this eating and drinking His Body and Blood that we proclaim the death of the Lord.  In this eating and drinking believers glorify God in the death of his son and receive his divine life in abundance.  Thus, every Easter season is heard,

Amen, amen, I say to you, unless you eat the Flesh of the Son of Man and drink his Blood, you do not have life within you.  Whoever eats my Flesh and drinks my Blood has eternal life, and I will raise him on the last day.  Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my Blood remains in me and I in him.  Just as the living Father sent me and I have life because of the Father, so also one the one who feeds on me will have life because of me. [John 6, 53-57]
The celebration of the Holy Eucharist is the fullest, most excellent and truly lived experience of one’s personal participation in the mystery of Christ’s death and rising which is a communion with all of God’s word and saving acts in Christ.  Formators are to encourage seminarians to enter into this paschal sacrifice with their entire being, so that they can be wholly transformed by it.  The Holy Eucharist is not something to watch; it is not something only to receive gratefully; and it is not something just to fill a part of the day.  The Holy Eucharist is something to be done by Christians and priests to become just that, Christians and priests in the glorifying death of the Lord, to make them holy and preserve them in their holy way of life.  The particular challenge for the seminarian and priest is a dedication of himself daily to assuming a eucharistic form of life.  Seminarians’ and priests’ devotion to the Eucharistic mystery during its celebration, and also in adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, should push them forward into Christ himself, giving themselves with him to the Father.

Perhaps it goes without saying that in planning and executing the Eucharistic celebration, both weekday and Sunday celebrations, full consideration should be given to every dimension the General Instruction for the Roman Missal and other authoritative instructions pertaining to the Holy Eucharist and its proper celebration.  Formators who are priests have the opportunity and responsibility to demonstrate reverence and awe in their approach to every liturgical celebration and, in particular, to the Holy Eucharist.  Priest-formators are to model respect for the liturgical actions as being celebrations of the Church governed by the laws / norms of the Church and not private actions given over to personal preferences without regard for Church law.  Negatively, a history of abuses has given rise to more than one instruction on the proper celebration of the Eucharist, most notably of late, Redemptionis Sacramentum, promulgated by the Congregation for Divine Worship and Discipline for the Sacraments in March 2004.  Of course, priest-formators would want to avoid any of the abusive practices listed therein, and positively they would do well to become conversant in the theological underpinnings for the corrective instruction.  To this end, the Council Fathers instruction in Sacrosanctum Concilium seems ever fresh, “In seminaries and houses of religious, clerics shall be given a liturgical formation in their spiritual life.  For this they will need proper direction, so that they may be able to understand the Sacred Rites and take part in them wholeheartedly; and they will also need personally to celebrate the Sacred mysteries, as well as popular devotions which are imbued with the spirit of the Liturgy.  In addition they must learn how to observe the liturgical laws, so that life in seminaries and houses of religious may be thoroughly influenced by the spirit of the Liturgy” (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 17).  Clearly, then, every cleric within the seminary community has a responsibility for the proper celebration of the Eucharist and for every liturgical celebration.  Every cleric has, therefore, a true responsibility for the seminarians’ mystagogical formation.

The seminary celebrations of the Eucharist ought to employ every proper ministry and minister, even when these celebrations might involve only a subset of the larger community (e.g., a day of recollection for those preparing for the reception of a particular ministry).  This models an ideal to be striven for in the parochial celebration where particularly at daily celebrations of the Eucharist some priests (often motivated only by expediency) may be prone to perform every role, rather than invite some of the faithful to read or to serve at the altar. 

The seminarians practical fulfillment of his liturgical roles also provides the formators with an opportunity to observe whether or not the seminarian is integrating his theological and pastoral instruction into his liturgical role.  For example, deacons who have the opportunity to preach before the seminary community or a subset of this community or in their apostolate, should be observed critically in this role.  Is a priestly heart and charity reflected in his homily?  Is the homily theologically sound and motivate reflection in those who hear him?  Similarly in the preparation of the general intercessions, does the deacon demonstrate an understanding of the guiding principles in formulating the expression of the needs of the whole Church within this community?  Criticism of this nature provides the “grist for the mill” which is the dissonance between what one currently is and what he is called to be.  This is the “stuff” of formation; formation cannot be achieved simply through affirmation.

  In a similar vein, acolytes, readers and musical ministers will grow in their familiarity and ease in performing their respective roles at any liturgical celebration through their ongoing exposure to these experiences.  Formators would do well to exercise care, however, that the seminarian’s “ease” never deteriorates to a “laissez-faire” attitude with respect to the liturgical action itself and to the laws and norms governing its proper celebration.  The purpose here is not to inspire a new “rubricism,” but to form the men in a proper respect and reverence for this liturgical celebration of Christ’s sacrifice for us.

As with the celebration of the Liturgy of the Hours, it is perhaps even more instructive that the seminarians appreciate a need for a progression in solemnity with respect for the liturgical season and the nature of the particular day when celebrating the Eucharist.  Formators would do well to instruct seminarians that the expression of solemnity is not limited only to musical selections of antiphons, hymns or Mass parts to be sung.  The entire environment of the worship space can and should be used to express the nature of the day.  This means devising a selective but deliberate plan for use within a particular community that governs such things as the number of candles placed at the altar, the use of an antipendium, or floral décor.   The existence of such a plan marking the progression of solemnity aids once again the mystagogical formation of the seminarians, developing within them an understanding of the relative significance of one celebration with respect for another.  When applied to parochial life, the priest can form the faithful in a similar fashion, which may in turn assist him in presenting an explanation to the faithful why, for example, a funeral ritual might not be permitted on a particular day or particular commemorative Mass texts are not able to be used.  While it is true that the vast majority of the faithful do not attend the celebration of the Eucharist daily, such a conscious plan will serve to heighten within the priest himself a revitalized awareness of the Church’s liturgical calendar and celebration.

In the final analysis, John Paul II’s observation that “the diligence of priests in carrying out their Eucharistic ministry, together with the conscious, active, and fruitful participation of the faithful in the Eucharist, provides young men with a powerful example and incentive for responding generously to God’s call,” (John Paul II, Ecclesia de Eucharistia, 31) is concern enough for any formator to be certain that the seminarian has been properly grounded in the celebration of this great mystery. 

PASTORAL CHARITY

The days of Easter are rich in revealing to the Church, to each believer, the ways of the Christian life, of his plea that Christians love one another in Christ who gave his life for the many.  The Acts of the Apostles exposes the uninterrupted preaching of Christ’s victory, the conversions to Christ, the eternal life born of Baptism and the Breaking of the Bread, the sharing of all things in common by those who belong to the Risen One.  The Christian life, one’s life in the Risen Lord, unfolds in loving others as Christ loves us, as the gospel instructs:

Jesus said to his disciples: “As the Father loves me, so I also love you.  Remain in my love.  If you keep my commandments, you will remain in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and remain in his love.  I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and your joy might be complete.  This is my commandment:  love one another as I have loved you. [John 15, 9-12]

Pastoral charity, loving others as does Christ the shepherd, is the joyous, fruitful consequence of remaining in him and keeping his commandments.  This is why pastoral charity is one of the three chief elements of the priestly spiritual life; it specifically flows out of praying the Hours and participating in the Eucharist.  Pastoral charity, loving one another in truth and service, is not a chore born from holiness but is the sign of true communion in the Risen One who loves the other in us and through us.  Listen to the Prayers after Communion that often beg the Lord to bring Holy Communion to perfection in our love of God and service of neighbor, and in this way offer praise to the Father as witnesses of the Resurrection.  How many times do believers implore the Almighty that the Eucharist just celebrated might have an effect in their lives?  Pastoral charity and love ought not prevail in a seminary community simply out of duty or for the improved harmony of communal life together.  Pastoral charity and love should prevail as a product of one’s experience of salvation in Christ and because members of the seminary community are true to their dignity as Christians and priests.

Seminarians are, as the Apostle says, to cloth themselves in Christ, to live their lives as God’s holy ones in spite of every temptation or obstacle that might present itself. Formators need to stress how so many of the seminarians’ daily activities (fulfilling liturgical offices and ministries, one’s responsibilities in community, one’s apostolic assignments, volunteer work, and theological study) are all part of their engaging in pastoral charity.  If engaged with and in Christ, these daily tasks become the manifestation of their holiness, expressing their share in the divine life of the Risen Lord.  The seminarians are to dedicate themselves to loving one another in the same Christ in and with whom they pray, and who feeds them with his very self in the Eucharist.

Learning to extend the Eucharistic sacrifice beyond it actual celebration is fundamental for the priestly life.  Seminarians must learn as this charity expresses itself in collegial and collaborative interactions within the seminary, so will it be expressed with their parishioners in striving to accomplish the missionary and pastoral goals in the parochial setting.  In other words, pastoral charity will only be amplified when the priest respects the legitimate and proper roles of laity properly ministering within the guidelines established by the Church.  Formators need to emphasize, however, that the priest in delegating to non-ordained ministerial associates certain expressions of pastoral charity (e.g., visiting the sick), is not to abdicate his responsibility toward all entrusted to his care.  Once again, pastoral instruction in the seminary needs to stress an observance of the proper liturgical guidelines for celebrating those sacraments, which more often than not will occur outside of a church building (e.g., anointing of the sick and dying), but are the sure and certain means available to the faithful for encountering God through the ministrations of the priest.  

THE SACRAMENT OF PENANCE 

In the mercy of the Father all believers have been reconciled in Christ by Christ.  All the baptized have been freed from sin and made sharers in God’s divine life, a holy way of life.  The regular celebration of the Sacrament of Penance is an irreplaceable aid to living in Christ and giving expression to his risen life in the believer.  Of course, formators should encourage the seminarians in their regular and frequent celebration of the Sacrament of Penance.  They should approach the confessional as the altar, namely, to enter the paschal event of the Savior whose mystery is to be lived concretely every minute of everyday.  The connections between the reconciling grace received in the Sacrament of Penance and the routine of one’s vocation to holiness needs to be made clear and stressed for the seminarians.  The Sacrament of Penance, instead of suggesting a detour in a holy way of life, belongs to the Christian pattern of continuing conversion in the Christian life.  In this continuing conversion the believer demonstrates evermore his love for the Father and commits himself more fully to the love and service of others in the paschal way.

To this end, spiritual directors would do well to provide for a public schedule of frequent opportunities for the individual celebration of the sacrament within a properly appointed reconciliation chapel or confessional, which assures privacy.  Care should be taken to employ the proper vesture and the revised rite for the reconciliation of individual penitent even when the celebration may not take place within a reconciliation chapel.  Seminarians also should be exposed to the proper celebration of the rite for reconciliation of several penitents with individual confession and absolution as this form more clearly demonstrates the ecclesial nature of penance within the community of believers.

DEVOTION TO OUR BLESSED MOTHER AND THE SAINTS 

To Jesus through Mary.  Everything about Mary points to her Son and the saving mysteries of her Son.  Mary whose holiness is born of such an intimate communion with the Savior’s work assists every believer in a holy way of life, a life in Christ, with a singular focus on him.  Pope John Paul II in his apostolic letter on the Rosary pleaded with Christians to imagine and contemplate the gospel through the Rosary (see John Paul II, Rosarium Virginis Mariae, October 16, 2002).  Formators would do well to foster a renewed devotion to Mary as another means for the seminarians to know and live more fully their vocation to holiness.  Pray the Rosary as a community, particularly in those months traditionally dedicated to Our Lady, October and May.  Trust the wisdom of the Church when she asks priests and seminarians to take as their Mother, the Mother of the Lord.  Learn to pray with Mary, as did the apostles awaiting Pentecost, for an ever new indwelling of the Spirit so that holiness, our life in the Risen Lord, will be assured.    

Similarly seminarians need to pray with the saints in the communion of saints. Pope Benedict XVI recalled in his April 24, 2005 homily how the Litany of the Saints was a part of the rites for the burial of Pope John Paul II, the preparation for the conclave and the Mass inaugurating his Petrine ministry.  The Holy Father so eloquently reminded every believer of the spiritual comfort of chanting the Litany on each of these occasions arrives from believing that the Saints are in communion with Christ himself, Christ risen from the dead, and with all the faithful.  The saints form a living procession to accompany the Christian faithful to the Savior ever offering himself for us as he offers himself to the Father.  As with the devotion to our Lady, formators are to encourage among the seminarians love for the saints and to invoke their aid, to see those who have gone before them as models and inspirations of holiness.  The saints are friends in Christ, who lead us to Christ, the source of our holiness.

THE ROLE OF SPIRITUAL COMPANIONSHIP  

Pastores dabo vobis in chapter V, the formation of candidates for the priesthood, begins with this quote from Mark’s Gospel, 

And he went up on the mountain, and called to him those whom he desired; 

and they came to him.  

And he appointed twelve, to be with him, 

and to be sent out to preach and have authority to cast out demons 

[Mk 3, 13-15].  

Pope John Paul II highlights the phrase, to be with him, as being the key to a Christian understanding of spiritual formation and direction.  In the company of the Lord, that is, —to be with him— a disciple develops a relationship of deep communion and friendship with Jesus.  This intimate communion takes the followers to an ever-maturing understanding of the saving Word and Mystery of the Savior, and so leading them into a deeper communion with the Father and with one another.  The Apostles came to know, receive and live the life of Christ in being with him.  

This model of Christian companionship is the ancient and traditional model for spiritual formation and direction in Christ’s life.  Believers communicate the Risen Lord to one another.  Of course seminarians experience this companionship in the formal program of spiritual direction in the seminary.  And it is quite common that a priest will continue in a formal spiritual direction relationship post-ordination.  Yet beyond this formal relationship, the seminarians (and priests) need and should desire good Christian friendships for the human support and the benefit derived from them.  All Christians need people in their lives that support and benefit a holy way of life, through an honest, genuine and loving relationship with them in the Risen Lord.  But seminarians need to be brought to a clear understanding that they will need priest-friends who will be friends in the Lord Jesus, in the Easter life of the Lord Jesus, in the manner of the disciples who first witnessed and preached the Resurrection.  In such Christian companionship and friendship, priests should evoke from one another their lives in Christ Jesus, be it in a discussion of parochial matters or civic community affairs.

Conclusion


Seminary formators, who are priests, are far more than those who render a judgment as to the preparedness of a man for Holy Orders.  They are to be Christ for the seminarians who have come away for a necessary period so that they might be transformed into a holy way of life for the service of Christ and his body, the Church.  The seminarians are “the Twelve,” it is their priest-formators who have the privilege to show them Christ, which is most effectively accomplished in their shaping deliberately this intense period of mystagogical formation.   

The heart of priestly formation is the common celebration of the Lord’s saving Mystery when the seminary community gathers to pray with him throughout the day, every day, in the Liturgy of the Hours; when they participate each day in his paschal sacrifice and eat and drink his Body and Blood; and when they serve him in love through the care, concern and good deeds they do for one another and others in their apostolates.  Again, the priest-formators school them in these chief elements of priestly spirituality (the Hours, the Eucharist, and pastoral charity) which will serve to ground them daily in Christ as they give themselves generously in service to him.  Let the fomators move the seminarians beyond seeing these elements as simply seminary requirements but through their own lived example demonstrate for them the necessity of these elements at the heart of their lives as Christians, as men in formation and as priests.  Let the seminarian understand that in living this way, their holiness, their life in the Risen Christ, is not only  safeguarded but becomes richer in God’s grace and mercy.  Then as priests, in this way their holiness, which is grasped and lived from its deepest source and wellspring, that is, their relationship with Christ and the Church, can become for others an invitation to respond to the Lord’s call, “Come, follow me.”
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