LITURGY AND CATECHESIS

AT THE GENESIS OF THE CALL TO THE PRIESTHOOD

(Liturgia e catechesi al sorgere della vocazione sacerdotale)

1. The Solicitude of the Church for Vocations
The Magisterium of the Church in the last decades has dwelt per longum et per latum on various aspects related to the call to serve the People of God through the ministerial priesthood. The long intensive years dedicated to the formation of future priests have been the object of focused documents published by the Congregation for Catholic Education
, as well as by various episcopal conferences
 and seminaries
 around the world. It is the duty of the Church to provide the suitable ecclesial environment where members of the faithful are able to respond to the Lord's call and to mature in this journey of love, fidelity and service. The post-synodal apostolic exhortation Pastores Dabo Vobis, indeed, affirms that «the Church, as a priestly, prophetic and kingly people, is committed to foster and to serve the birth and maturing of priestly vocations through her prayer and sacramental life; by her proclamation of the word and by education in the faith; by her example and witness of charity»
. In this short excerpt from the Magisterium of the late John Paul II, I would like to highlight two aspects: the role of the sacramental life of the Church and its ongoing catechetical mission vis-à-vis vocations. This is a theme which merits prolonged reflection: namely, the part played by liturgy and catechesis at the genesis of the call to the ministerial priesthood. 

This research paper does not investigate the liturgical and catechetical formation of candidates to the priesthood in seminaries and religious houses of formation. Rather, the aim of this study is to delve deeply into a particular moment in the history of the vocation to the priesthood — its very beginning. In other words, this paper seeks to investigate the period prior to the individual's entry into a major seminary or a house of religious formation.  What part does the liturgy (in particular, the celebration of the sacraments) play at those initial stirrings of one's vocation? What imprint does catechesis leave on a person who lies at the very beginning of a long process of discernment to see whether he is indeed being called by God? The emphasis, therefore, will be on the role exercised by liturgy and catechesis on those very decisive moments when an individual first listens to God's call, seeks to nurture it, and more often than not encounters trying moments when he seeks to respond to it.

2. The Situation of Contemporary Society

No vocation is born in a vacuum. Neither does it grow and develop in a vacuum. Each vocation, or rather the way the one called seeks to respond, is deeply affected by the context he lives in. Having worked with seminarians for a number of years, it is not difficult to come to the conclusion that those who today are actively discerning God's call to become priests are very much «a product of this age». The young man (or not so young man, in the case of adult vocations) who is knocking on the door of the diocesan seminary or the religious house of formation is deeply influenced by the trends of contemporary society. 

Just like other individuals belonging to the same age bracket, those called to the priesthood face the same kind of difficulties, such as alienation, the fear of a lifelong commitment (i.e. the fear that they may not be faithful to their vocation to the end of their life), contrasting messages in the media and the influence of hedonism. Martin Klöckener affirms that «alienation… occurs whenever relationships are disturbed. This can involve the relationship of individuals to themselves, to their fellow humans, to inherited convictions and modes of thought, events, and processes, and above all to history and culture»
. When he seeks to apply this to the relationship between young people and liturgical celebrations, he explains that «their presence or absence before the celebration, or their developing success or failure during the celebration, determines whether participation in the liturgy becomes deliberate, active, and spiritually fruitful, or else leads finally to an alienated version of participation, and so usually, in the long term, to resultant non-participation»
. 


I have intentionally chosen to reflect on this theme at the beginning of this study because of its importance. If we are to reflect on the positive influence of the liturgy and catechesis at the beginning of one's vocation, we are to be aware of the variegated experiences of today's young people in their contacts with the Church and their impressions of it as an institution, as well as their firsthand experience of the liturgy. It is often said that the liturgical celebration is analogically the showcase of the ecclesial community. Liturgies which are well celebrated and which indeed reach the heart, the mind and the body of the members of the assembly are a far cry from those where individuals remain distant, uninvolved and unaffected. The editorial note of the review Priests and People, in December 2002, was titled «From lifeless to lively liturgies». The author remarks that «we should 'enter the gates [of the church] with joy' and from it emerge enthused to take the good news to the world and begin to build up the kingdom. We should. But do we? … How much attention is paid to enabling the environment to lead congregations to appreciate the language of signs and symbols?»


Despite the existence of such situations, it is also a fact that a number of young people do indeed encounter the Lord in properly celebrated liturgies. The celebration of the Christian mysteries leaves a powerful impact on their life. They experience God and his love for them. Some identify the celebration of the liturgy as contributing positively to the germination of the seed of a life of total consecration to God.

3. The Liturgy: A Locus of Vocations

In his first encyclical letter, Deus Caritas Est, Pope Benedict XVI underlines the necessary link between liturgy and the response to the loving invitation of God. The Pope affirms that «in the Church's Liturgy, in her prayer, in the living community of believers, we experience the love of God, we recognise his presence and we thus learn to recognise that presence in our daily lives, He has loved us first and he continues to do so; we too, then, can respond with love»
. This is also applicable to those who are wrestling with the Lord's call. Through the grace of God as experienced and bestowed in the liturgy, the believer will be made more ready to respond heartily to the proposal of sequela Christi which is being made to him.

In the Apostolic Exhortation Pastores Dabo Vobis, Pope John Paul II elaborates upon the relationship between liturgical celebrations and vocation. He underlines the pedagogical dimension of the liturgy, calling it a great school wherein those who are called may respond adequately to the Lord's call. He affirms that «the liturgy is a living experience of God's gift and a great school for learning how to respond to his call. As such, every liturgical celebration, and especially the Eucharist, reveals to us the true face of God and grants us a share in the paschal mystery»
. The celebration of the liturgy thus provides one of the ideal settings wherein believers, immersed as they are in their encounter with the Lord, may be able to respond joyfully and generously to the call.

It is within this light that the late liturgist Achille Triacca explains that pastoral work for vocations is strengthened and nourished «with, in, and through the liturgy»
. He affirms strongly that the liturgy offers a locus of vocation (luogo di vocazione
). The liturgical celebration possesses a dynamism of its own. The Risen Lord is at the centre of the liturgical synaxis. The ecclesial community is assembled in his name. The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy of the Second Vatican Council explains in clear terms the fundamentals of the liturgy when it states that «it involves the presentation of man's sanctification under the guise of signs perceptible by the senses and its accomplishment in ways appropriate to each of these signs. In it full public worship is performed by the Mystical Body of Jesus Christ, that is, by the Head and his members. From this it follows that every liturgical celebration, because it is an action of Christ the Priest and of his Body, which is the Church, is a sacred action surpassing all others. No other action of the Church can equal its efficacy by the same title and to the same degree»
. 

The liturgy is the culmen et fons of the life of the Church
. Whenever, the Lord calls new men to become his ministers, the Church is continually renewed. New blood is added from time to time to the clergy of each particular Church. New blood signifies new talents, an increased vitality and enthusiasm, new ideas and projects in the pastoral life of a diocese. This ecclesial dynamism is born of the liturgy and is continually reinvigorated by it.


Sacrosanctum Concilium states that «to accomplish so great a work Christ is always present in his Church… He is present in the Sacrifice of the Mass, not only in the person of the minister… but especially in the eucharistic species»
. The Council Fathers explained how everything in the Church flows from the celebration of the Eucharist, summa carismatum, to use the words of St Germanus of Paris. Indeed, they affirmed that «from the liturgy, therefore, and especially from the Eucharist, grace is poured forth upon us as from a fountain, and the sanctification of men in Christ and the glorification of God to which all other activities of the Church are directed, as toward their end, are achieved with maximum effectiveness»
. This therefore includes the birth of each vocation in the Church, and its subsequent development, flowering and accomplishment through life
. 

In a document published in 1973 by the Italian Episcopal Conference, Piano Pastorale per le vocazioni in Italia, we read that the liturgy, with the Eucharist at its centre, nourishes the vocation of every Christian. Prayer and participation in the liturgy are the lifeblood of all pastoral work for vocations. Listening to the Word of God, especially during the liturgy, is a particularly intense experience wherein one becomes aware of the Lord's call which, in due course, eventually matures and bears fruit
.  

In the same document the importance of the sacraments vis-à-vis the Lord's call is highlighted. The Italian bishops affirm that the sacraments of Penance, Eucharist and Confirmation offer the most appropriate humus in order for vocational orientation to take place. The reasons given in this document include the following: reminding believers of their fidelity to their baptismal call, commitment to service of the Church and ongoing conversion
. During the celebration of the liturgy, the hearts of parents and their children are more open to the presence of the priest, the religious or the catechist. Such occasions constitute a particularly intense moment when vocational catechesis may be carried out
.  

A document published conjointly by the Congregation for Catholic Education and the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life in 1992 affirms that «the sacraments of Christian initiation be understood always more also as sacraments of the initiation toward the life consecrated to God and to the Church»
. The catechesis associated with these sacraments proves to be, in certain cases, instrumental in assisting young people in discovering their vocation in life and in being accompanied to make the proper decisions accordingly. Within this wide and rich liturgical context (preparation for the sacraments, their celebration, and ongoing catechesis), it is the duty of the whole Christian community ― priests, educators and parents ― to seek, promote and encourage priestly and religious vocations
. The grace received in the sacrament of Confirmation leads the individual to sharpen his ability to listen to the prompting of the Spirit. This is fundamental when we talk about the genesis of each vocation. The grace of the sacrament serves to strengthen the Christian to accept the call, and to be able to withstand any obstacles which arise from time to time
.

Triacca explains the liturgical locus of each vocation in the Church. We will attempt to apply to the ministerial priesthood what he presents in quite general terms
, while seeking to remain within the parameters of this paper (namely the genesis of the priestly call). The humus of each vocation is the liturgical context. Triacca succinctly expressed this by means of the trinomial «mystery-celebration-life». From the sacra mysteria Christi which are celebrated in the ekklesia, the individual within and together with the community strives to put them into practice in everyday life. This is the perennial dynamism binding together lex orandi and lex vivendi, or in other words, orthodoxy and orthopraxis. The priestly vocation is born in a liturgical context. That small flame is fanned and strengthened in and by the liturgy. Nourished by the celebration of the sacraments, especially Penance and the Eucharist, as well as by other forms of liturgical prayer, the priestly vocation matures steadily. Triacca goes on to explain how the dynamism and the proper characteristics of the liturgy become one with the proper dynamism and features of the vocation, and vice versa. Thus, the ontological aspect of the vocation is grafted onto the reality of the liturgy, while the existential dimension of the liturgy is forged with that of the vocation. It is evident that these two vital dimensions of the individual's life become one.

Another aspect developed by Triacca highlights the role of the Trinity, the life of grace and its realisation in the life of the individual. The plan of salvation is re-actualised (made present) in the believer through the celebration of the liturgy. He experiences and is transformed by divine grace which realises in the believer ― as he lives his particular vocation in life ― the indwelling of the Trinity
. Indeed, each liturgical prayer in the celebration of the sacraments is trinitarian. We always ask the Father to send his Spirit (epiclesis) that we may become more like the Son. Thus, we continue to understand how the liturgy offers that special encounter of the believer with the three Divine Persons. Since the second Person is also man, Christ becomes the measure so that one may accomplish faithfully his vocation. Indeed, it is through one's vocation in life that the individual imitates Christ, or to use Pauline terminology, is clothed in Christ (cf. Gal 3,27; Eph 4,24).

The liturgy offers a summons to all Christians that they may respond to the personal call they have received from the Lord. This special encounter lived intensely in certain specific privileged moments (as in liturgical celebrations) pervades the rest of the individual's life and duties. This is accomplished in a special way in those chosen to act in the community in persona Christi. The liturgy, as we have been seeing makes present and accomplishes the mysteria Christi, in other words the life, mission and paschal mystery of the Saviour. This process which is re-lived in each liturgical celebration helps the believer, step by step, to discover his vocation in life and to mature progressively. This is what leads Triacca to state that every liturgical action is a vocational locus and that the liturgy is at the service of the process of vocational maturation. The vocation experiences ― and each vocation is a dynamic process of relationship with the Lord ― the same rhythms of the liturgy and the liturgical year
. 

4. The Liturgical Year

The mystery of Jesus Christ is celebrated by Christians throughout the course of the liturgical year. This important temporal dimension of the celebration of the liturgy, marked with cycles and other alternating features is part and parcel of the awe and the beauty of the Christian sacred mysteries. The document mentioned above, published by the Congregation for Catholic Education and the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life concisely affirms that attention be devoted that «the liturgical year become a permanent school for the vocational journey»
. 

Achille Triacca affirms that the vocational pedagogy is rhythmically marked by what the liturgy celebrates from time to time
. There are various instances in the liturgical year which can offer a stimulus to those who are listening to God's call. Matias Augé explains that the liturgical year offers an itinerary of faith and life on account of the fact that the ongoing catechesis of Christians is to have the liturgical year as its foundation. In turn, vocational pastoral work can reap many fruits from this dimension
. 


Augé affirms that the celebration of the Christian mysteries thoughout the liturgical year throws light upon and gives a bird's eye-view of the faith experience of committed Christians, an experience which serves to generate possible vocational choices on the part of certain individuals
.


The liturgical cycle is the fulcrum of the ongoing catechesis of the Christian community. The different seasons (for example, Advent, Pentecost) and the various liturgical feasts provide varying emphases on the mosaic of the Christian life and mission.  The Marian feasts, in particular, offer manifold opportunities to underline Mary's fiat to the divine will as a model to those who are called
. 

Catechists and liturgical animators are urged to utilise the richness of the liturgical prayers, the symbols used, etc. to highlight the different vocations in the community. It is within this catechesis that an ideal environment is created wherein vocations are generated
. In a document published by the Italian Episcopal Conference in 1980, we find that it is within such a context that fundamental decisions are taken to seek the will of the Father and to embrace discipleship
. One may become aware of his vocation and start discovering its depth in such a highly charged liturgical context. The authentic celebration of the liturgy truly offers the encounter with the Divine who is the source of every vocation
.

Listening to the Word of God, especially within the different celebratory contexts of the liturgical year, is yet another important agent in the initial moments of a call from God. It goes without saying that an attentive listening to God's Word is a central dimension to every call and state in life. Familiarity with the Word of God as well as one's active listening of this Word serve to assist the individual who is struggling to see what the Lord is asking of him
. If it is in this attentive listening to the Word that one's vocation is born and grows, the liturgical year is the most appropriate locus where this proclamation and its correspondent acceptance take place
. 

5. The Eucharist and the birth of a vocation

When interviewing candidates asking to be admitted to the seminary, very often one discovers that very frequently such individuals would have spent quality time before the Eucharist. While narrating the history of their vocation, seminarians often refer to intense experiences of prayer and zeal during long moments spent in front of the tabernacle. The Eucharist is the viaticum which accompanies every Christian in his lifelong process of maturation as he journeys towards the Father's house. 

The sacrament is the source and summit of the Christian life, and lies at the very heart of the ministerial priesthood. Thus, the Eucharist exercises a pivotal role in every priestly vocation. Participating in the Lord's Banquet, receiving the sacred species, and adoring his Body are special moments during which many have become aware of his special call
. Ermanno Ancilli explains that within the personal experience of the individual who is being called by the Lord, the Eucharist appears as the source and summit of that vocation. In one way or another, all vocations in the Church are derived from the celebration of the Eucharist. Firstly, this is because it is in the Eucharist that one finds «the whole spiritual good of the Church, namely Christ himself, our Pasch»
. Secondly, every vocation in the Church is inserted fully into the mystery of the Paschal Christ inasmuch as every believer understands that his own life and personal self-gift is to be celebrated within the bonds of ecclesial communion
.

These Eucharistic experiences are indeed part and parcel of the first stirrings which those who are called first felt. The initial stages of the discernment process are marked with such experiences. Imbued with eucharistic fervour, the individual reaches the stage where he shares his innermost thoughts with someone else, perhaps a close friend, a member of the family, or indeed with a priest who may be in a position to guide him in those initial moments of the vocational itinerary.


The relationship between the Eucharist and the Lord's call was beautifully elaborated by Pope John Paul II in his Message for Vocation Sunday of the year 2000. In the text, he reflects on the transforming influence of the sacrament on the believer. He explains how the believer who nourishes himself with the Body given and the Blood shed by the Lord becomes, in turn, a gift to others. This is an important aspect to bear in mind while studying the theme of this paper. The Eucharist ― Christ's gift of himself and abiding presence ― instils within those who receive him an urge to become, in turn, gifts to others. 

The theme of the Message, The Eucharist, source of all vocations and ministries in the Church, offers a number of insights which will help us in our reflections. After reflecting on the effect of the Eucharist on every believer, John Paul II goes on to explain that «in their encounter with the Eucharist, some men discover that they are called to become ministers of the Altar, other people, that they are called to contemplate the beauty and depth of this mystery, others that they are called to pour out again its impelling force of love on the poor and the weak, and others again that they are called to grasp its transforming power in the realities and gestures of everyday life»
. In this insightful quotation from the plethora of teachings of the Polish Pope, one grasps the powerful conviction that the Eucharist internally touches those who celebrate, receive and adore it. This is the impressive impact of sacramental grace on believers. In others words, the Eucharistic food and the Eucharistic presence in the tabernacle actively transform Christians. In everyday terms, we would say: you cannot stay put. You are urged to do something for the Lord and with him. 


Pope John Paul elaborates even further about this change when he affirms that «each believer finds in the Eucharist not only the interpretative key of his or her own existence, but the courage to actualize it, indeed to build up, in the diversity of charisms and vocations, the one Body of Christ in history»
. The orthopractical dimension of the Eucharist is clearly stated. The encounter with the Lord taking place in this sacrament stimulates believers to build and strengthen the bonds of communion in the Church, to serve others and to bear witness in society
. 

The Message for the 37th Word Day of Prayer for Vocations also refers to the Eucharistic dimension of the Lucan pericope which narrates the paschal encounter of the disciples on their way to Emmaus. Again, John Paul II shares his strong convictions while building upon the powerful images coming out of the inspired Evangelist's pen: «When 'in the breaking of bread', done by the 'stranger', the eyes of the disciples are opened, they realize that their hearts were burning in their breasts while they were listening to him explaining the Scriptures. In those hearts that burn we can see the history and the discovery of every vocation, which is not a transient emotion, but an ever more certain and strong recognition that the Eucharist and Passover of the Son must become ever more the Eucharist and Passover of his disciples»
. 

What I would like to highlight are certain vivid and vivifying phrases from this text: hearts that burn; the history and the discovery of every vocation which is not a transient emotion. It is the encounter with Christ in the Scripture and in the Eucharist which sets the believers' hearts on fire. This experience lies at the very nucleus of every call which the Lord makes to those whom he chooses to serve him in the ministerial priesthood. Each vocation passes though that special initial moment or phase of discovery when the individual becomes aware of it, perhaps struggles with the Lord's invitation, prays over it and discusses it with someone else. This is the genesis of any vocation: the history of a very specific experience in the relationship between a servant and the Master. An authentic call is never a transient emotion.


Towards the end of his message, Pope John Paul II addresses vocation  promoters, too, and suggests an efficacious action which may reap much fruit in their mission. While expressing the daunting challenges of their task, he expresses his deep conviction that a profoundly radicated Eucharistic lifestyle will offer an incisive witness to many, especially to young people: «I am aware that the pastoral care of vocations constitutes a less than easy ministry, but how can one not remember that there is nothing more uplifting than an enthusiastic witnessing to one's own vocation? He who lives this gift joyfully and nourishes it daily in his encounter  with the Eucharist will know how to sow in the hearts of many young people the good seed of faithful adherence to the divine call»
.


In the light of what has been said thus far on the Eucharist and the first concrete response of those who are called, it is appropriate to refer to what some contemporary authors and gatherings have asserted. Antonio Donghi dwells upon the transforming effect of the Eucharist on those who are called. Indeed, each Christian is summoned, though the Eucharist, to live a life of communion with the Lord. To understand the Eucharist entails entering and experiencing the significance of every vocational journey
. In other words, what has just been affirmed can be said of every vocation in life, because every Christian is called to embrace a Eucharistic existence and a Eucharistic lifestyle. But, how much more is this so for those who are called to be ministers of the Eucharist! When we celebrate the Eucharist and when we adore the Blessed Sacrament, we indeed re-live the experience of the first disciples. 

In the Fourth Gospel, the first disciples are invited by Jesus to «come and see» (Jn 1,39.46) for themselves. They spent quality time with Jesus. Who knows what was exchanged in that lengthy unwritten dialogue between Jesus and Andrew? The disciple is he who dedicates quality time with the Lord. This was also the experience of Mary of Bethany who sat at Jesus' feet listening to every word he uttered (cf. Lk 10,39). This sequela Christi by today's fledgling disciple is animated (in the full sense of the word, i.e. kept alive) by intimacy with the Eucharist.


Donghi explains that the Eucharist constitutes that par excellence sacramental locus wherein the disciple, guided by the Holy Spirit and docile to his action, enjoys that one-to-one relationship with the risen Lord who is sacramentally present
. This experience incessantly challenges him who is called by the Lord to take radical decisions in his life. He is challenged to question himself about his motivations, thus examining himself as to the  reasons why he desires to become a priest. When such motivations are truly supernatural (at least potentially, because very often motivations are only purified over the course of years during the formation process), one starts to look at the oblative dimension of the call. This aspect of self-offering is central to the relationship between the Eucharist and the foundations of one's vocation. Reflections on this theme will be presented further on.


As we have seen above, the experience of the two disciples of Emmaus is a model which illustrates what is being explained. The two men, dejected and disheartened, leave the Jerusalem community. They decide to return to their former life. Their sequela Christi had just come to a bitter and tragic end. They journey back to the countryside when they encounter the risen Lord without recognising him. It is only in the breaking of the bread that they come to see Jesus with the eyes of faith. It is in the Eucharist that the flame is rekindled within their hearts. Their vocation which had already started to atrophy burst back into flame. And because no vocation is meant to be self-centred, these two men re-embark on a journey of hope, indeed a missionary journey which leads them not only to share their experience with the Eleven but also to re-embrace their former colleagues by returning to the community of Jesus. 

This Lucan pericope illustrates the relationship between the sacrament of the Eucharist and vocation. Vocation entails a going out, a departure from the cosy ambience of the room at Emmaus into the dark road back to Jerusalem, a road which is, however, illumined by the eucharistic love shining in the heart of Cleophas and his brother disciple. Donghi reflects briefly on this episode when he states that in the Eucharist the disciple becomes ever aware of his relationship to Jesus in his paschal mystery. He lets go while involving himself in the dynamics of this relationship. In so doing he ritually translates his fundamental option for the Lord by accepting him and uniting himself with him
. Rather than thinking he can embrace the Lord, the man who is feeling the call to the priesthood is to be more convinced that it is the Lord's embrace he is to seek, to expect and to thirst for. The fruitfulness of this eucharistic encounter is based on the individual's commitment to listen to the Lord and to be in tune with what the Master asks of those who follow him
.     

There are a number of fundamental attitudes which can be seen as the consequence of the young person's encounters with the Lord in the sacrament of the Eucharist. These basic attitudes serve to strengthen those who are called, in their Christian commitment and in the earliest moments of their vocational discernment. Among these attitudes, I highlight three: thanksgiving, offering and communion
.

5.1 Thanksgiving

An authentic celebration of the Eucharist is meant to instil a sense of gratitude within the hearts of believers
. A lifestyle which is profoundly marked by this sacrament stimulates individuals to be grateful to God for all the wonders he accomplishes in their life. From a young age, individuals are taught to appreciate all the gifts received freely from God and from those who care for them in different ways. Contemporary society is unfortunately losing the real meaning of gifts
. In various situations, individuals of all ages seem to be giving the message that they have a vested right to a gift. Gifts are given freely. They give birth or sustain a relationship between individuals. They are an expression of friendship and good will.


Those who are experiencing and exploring the first stages of what they feel is the Lord's call can strengthen their resolve that this call is a gratuitous gift from above as an ongoing consequence of the Eucharistic dimension of their Christian existence. It is in this light that we can understand the strong relationship between the Eucharistic gift and miracle on the one hand and the gift and miracle of each vocation on the other.    

5.2 Self-Offering

From a young age, children can be instructed by their parents ― obviously in ways appropriate to the psychological maturity of the respective child ― about the sacrifice of Christ on the Cross, its re-actualisation in the Eucharist and their daily offering as Christians. Obviously such a pedagogical process depends tremendously on the religious convictions of the parents, their Christian commitment and their way of facing difficult hurdles in life, challenges and their own sense of self-sacrifice and mortification. As has often been said, the family is «the first seminary»
 where the seeds of vocation are sown, germinate and eventually nurtured. Parents (as well as catechists) are instrumental in witnessing through their own life the important relationship between the Eucharist and the self-offering of the Christian. In close connection with the latter, we highlight altruism
, this lofty, yet attainable, ideal where the individual imitates the self-forgetful Christ who attended to the needs of all and washed his disciples' feet.  Such attitudes are indeed foundational and positively predispose the individual when he reflects on his own offering to the Lord.

Those who are actively discerning to follow the Lord by serving him and the Church through the ministerial priesthood are reminded of this fundamental dimension of the Christian vocation. Those who are called to consecrate themselves to God through Holy Orders are invited to realise that their self-offering to God lies at the very nucleus of their existence. It is an attitude which they embrace steadily over the years of formation, and after. We have to be realistic when dealing with individuals who have felt the call for the first time, or whose response is still in its infancy. One cannot expect too much from those who are in the first stages of their response or even in the first years of formation. As a seminary formator, I would be unrealistic were I to expect too much from a young lad who is struggling to respond while he is still in the early stages of discernment, thus still seeing whether the priesthood is his call or not. Even those who are in the first or second year of formation are to be treated differently from those nearing the threshold of ordination. One's self-offering, yes, is to be presented as an ideal and challenge to the young man, but the meandering dimension of every vocation is not to be overlooked.


The bond which links together the ideal of self-offering and the Eucharist in the genesis of a priestly vocation is now elaborated further. J.M.R. Tillard  states that «eating the Body given, it [i.e. the community] too becomes ― through the power communicated [by the sacrament] ― an ecclesial body given, a body-for-others, a body-offered-for-the-masses. And this must take place simultaneously in each member and as a community»
. Thus, the individual who has embraced the priestly call and is seeking to nurture it and to respond faithfully to it starts to realise ― in his personal moments of prayer, at the celebration of the Eucharist, during spiritual direction ― that like the Lord Jesus who has called him he is to called to be all things for all men. He may feel discouraged, or the prospect may seem too steep to him, but this is one of the objectives of formation, namely «to put on Christ» (cf. Gal 3,27; Eph 4,24), to think like Christ (cf. Phil 2,5). 

The Italian theologian Carlo Rocchetta expresses the same ideas proposed by Tillard. The Christian is to imitate Christ who gave himself up to all men. This did not take place only on Calvary. His whole lifestyle was one of self-oblation. He was all things for all men, as we read in the Gospels about his public mission. Rocchetta explains that the Christian who authentically lives the celebration of the Eucharist and puts it into practice must, like Christ, become a body that is given up and blood that is shed
. This Eucharistic pro-existential attitude of the one called thus entails a selfless availability to others, seeking their well-being with whole-hearted generosity. 

This attitude does not consist only in an external imitation of Christ whereby the individual's words and actions become more in line with the Gospel demands of our Lord, but the believer is, so as to speak, grafted onto the perfect self-offering of Christ
. This Eucharistic attitude can be described as «the gift of oneself to God, the culmination of love. And love is, by its very nature and transcendency, the gift of self without reserve»
. These attitudes are at the very heart of the priesthood. Very often, those who feel the first stirrings of the call are inflamed with very noble and high ideals. Although motivations are, at times, to be purified and properly channeled, one should not dampen the initial enthusiasm of the individual who presents himself thinking he has a vocation. Consequently, the responsibility of the person who listens to the discerning individual is a heavy one.

5.3 Formed to embrace a spirit communion

Knowing fully what we are celebrating in the sacrament of the Lord's Supper and committing ourselves to what we have participated in as a family, leads to an authentic Eucharistic orthopraxis. We have already seen the profound implications of one's self-offering and its influence on vocation. The English poet John Donne wrote that «no man is an island». The same is true for each vocation. There is no vocation which implies insularity. The Lord never calls independently of the Christian community. Each vocation is markedly ecclesial. All gifts and charisms in the Church are discovered and exercised interdependently. The celebration of the Eucharist strengthens the community of the Christian faithful. From childhood, young Christians are taught that their joyful participation in the Eucharist is a concrete sign of the bond of unity of those who believe in Christ
. It is within the context of these strongly-forged bonds of communion that vocations can germinate, grow and bear fruit. 


Again, as we have seen in other parts of this section of our study, the sacrament of the Eucharist plays a central role at the birth and development of each vocation. Eucharistic communion (in both its senses, namely the receiving of the Body and Blood of Jesus, as well as the bonds of unity within the community nourished by the sacrament) urges the individual to understand the Lord's call as an invitation to serve the community of the faithful through the ordained ministry. This communitarian dimension is to be underlined because no one can embrace the priestly ministry independently of the local Church to which he belongs, and without the acceptance of the bishop who leads and serves God's People in a particular territory.

6. The Sacrament of Reconciliation and Penance

The sacrament of Reconciliation and Penance also contributes decisively to the individual's vocational discernment
. During the celebration of this sacrament, one receives the sacramental grace needed in order to renew one's «yes» to the Lord's call. This is expressed by Renzo Girardi who also affirms that the sacrament of penance, each time it is celebrated, always constitutes a significant experience vis-à-vis the individual's vocation
. Every sinful action and attitude distances the Christian from following his call. Thus, we can affirm that the individual who is in the early stages of vocational discernment is able, with the result of the grace of the sacrament of Penance, to review his commitment to God, firstly as a Christian, and progressively as one who is being called by the Lord to embrace, in this case, the priestly vocation. 

The document published in 1985 by the Italian Episcopal Conference describes the positive impact of this sacrament on adolescents and young men who are seriously reflecting on the Lord's call. It explains that the sacrament of Reconciliation and Penance favours that ongoing conversion which becomes the indispensable humus wherein one can answer the Lord's call. The dialogue between the penitent and the confessor, in a context of joyful trust, may offer an appropriate opportunity during which the seeds of vocational discernment may be sown
. 

7. Catechesis and Vocation

The scope of catechesis always entails the instruction of the Christian faithful that they may deepen their faith and consequently their commitment
. The Piano Pastorale per le Vocazioni (1973) of the Italian Episcopal Conference strongly encourages a greater knowledge of the psychological and sociological aspects of the vocational orientation of youth. It is in this light that one is to consider the maturation process of the individual at its respective phases of development vis-à-vis the catechetical instruction which is imparted. One is to bear in mind the affective development of the individual and the concomitant spiritual growth as one passes from childhood to adolescence to youth
.

In his Apostolic Exhortation Catechesi Tradendae, Pope John Paul II explains the influence of catechetical instruction on the vocational process. He does this in the fifth section of this post-synodal document when he highlights the importance of catechesis to different age categories. Bearing in mind the centrality of pastoral work, the Polish Pope asks: «How are we to reveal Jesus Christ, God made man, to this multitude of children and young people, reveal him not just in the fascination of a first fleeting encounter but through acquaintance, growing deeper and clearer daily, with him, his message… the call that he addresses to each person…?»
 

Reflecting on this powerful text, we note the focus on the person of Jesus Christ. I am convinced that at the genesis of the individual's initial awareness of the vocation lies his personal fascination of the person of Jesus Christ. This christological focus lies at the very foundation of each vocation. When the young man is fascinated by Jesus, he will listen attentively to the call and seek help to respond faithfully and joyfully. This is, I believe, the beginning of that process of «falling in love»
 mentioned by Pope Benedict XVI  when he addressed seminarians at Cologne in August 2005.


Catechesis «should be explicitly permeated with the vocational dimension, and depict a true and proper vocational journey»
. Catechesis, as well as catechisms, are to refer explicitly to the general Christian vocation and to the priestly and the religious call
. A document, published by the Italian Episcopal Conference, on the formation of priests, underlines the fact that catechesis offers a particularly intense opportunity to proclaim the various Christian vocations, in particular those entailing a more radical following of the Lord
. 


Catechesis is entwined with sacramental life. What we have studied in previous parts of this study when dealing with the liturgy and the sacraments is already markedly catechetical in character. Liturgical celebrations, whenever they are properly carried out, offer a sound catechesis to those present. When referring to how this touches children, John Paul II explains that «it is a catechesis that gives meaning to the sacraments, but at the same time it receives from the experience of the sacraments a living dimension that keeps it from remaining merely doctrinal, and it communicates to the child the joy of being a witness to Christ in ordinary life»
.


Using very realistic terminology, John Paul II refers to the catechesis of adolescents. After expressing his awareness of the various struggles they experience in this particularly delicate period of their life, the late Pontiff talks of «a catechesis capable of leading the adolescent to reexamine his or her life and to engage in dialogue, a catechesis that does not ignore the adolescent's great questions ― self-giving, belief, love and the means of expressing it constituted by sexuality ― such a catechesis can be decisive»
. I highlight the reference made to self-giving, a topic which has already been presented in a previous section of this study. Adolescents often have great ideals. It is also the duty of the adults and teachers they encounter to challenge them and to present them with ideals and models. The ideal of self-giving is part and parcel of each vocation in life.


Again, Jesus Christ is mentioned in the text of the Apostolic Exhortation, as the point of convergence of the ideals and values presented to adolescents and embraced by them. Pope John Paul affirms in very clear terms that Jesus Christ is to be presented as a friend, guide and model, capable of being admired but also imitated»
. This is a very important statement, especially in the context of the nurturing of a priestly vocation. It is Jesus Christ who calls the young person. It is the same Jesus who permeates his life. It is Jesus Christ who inflames the heart of the individual and fills him with the zeal that enables a faithful and joyful following of the call.


Building upon the foundations laid in the previous paragraphs, John Paul II delves more deeply on the catechesis of young people. Reading carefully the text of paragraph 39 of Catechesi Tradendae, one cannot fail to notice references, direct or indirect, to the response to the call of the Lord. This is presented in the context of the weighty decisions to be taken by young people, decisions which influence the rest of their life. Pope John Paul affirms that «although the young may enjoy the support of the members of their family and their friends, they have to rely on themselves and their own conscience and must ever frequently and decisively assume responsibility for their destiny»
. 

Within such life situations, the role of catechesis should never be underestimated. Again, although the text is wide enough to embrace different situations because it is intended to refer to young people in general, one cannot fail to notice the importance given, yet again, to self-sacrifice and detachment. These attitudes are relevant, indeed foundational, for young people opting for any state of life. In fact, Pope John Paul II avers that «catechesis then takes on considerable importance, since it is the time when the Gospel can be presented, understood and accepted as capable of giving meaning to life and thus of inspiring attitudes that would have no other explanation, such as self-sacrifice, detachment, forbearance, justice, commitment, reconciliation, a sense of the Absolute and the unseen. All these are traits that distinguish a young person from his or her companions as a disciple of Jesus Christ»
. Most naturally such attitudes are fundamental in the case of the individual who is in the process of discovering his call to the priesthood. The proclamation of the Gospel and its explanation, followed by the meditation of the text and its application to concrete life situations is an indispensable tool in vocational discernment.


John Paul II proceeds to affirm that properly imparted catechesis offers a sound preparation to «the important Christian commitments of adult life. For example, it is certain that many vocations to the priesthood and religious life have their origin during a well imparted catechesis in infancy and adolescence»
. Catechesis, which in the same text John Paul II calls a permanent school of faith, has a particularly strong influence in the incipient stages of the discernment of the Lord's call. Indeed, in the Pastoral Synod of the Archdiocese of Bari-Bitonto, we read that «the laity, catechists [and] teachers of religion […] are to accompany young people during their vocational itinerary»
. Here, the role of catechists and religion teachers in schools is underlined. 

The document mentioned earlier in this paper, on Developments in Vocational Pastoral Ministry, refers to the urgent need that catechists and teachers of religion be pedagogically prepared in the field of «the 'accompaniment' capable of giving rise to and promoting vocations»
. The competent dicasteries of the Roman Curia affirm that is highly important that there be well-trained catechists who are versed in the theology of vocation, as well as in vocational orthopraxis. Indeed the same document recommends that catechists be trained with regard to «the diverse consecrated vocations, not only in a general and theoretical form, but even in a personal and individualised form that helps the youth to discern the divine signs of the call»
. This is a very delicate task. In these cases, while exercising the role of a vocational animator (as recommended by the joint document of 1992), catechists should realise how carefully they are to deal with an individual who becomes aware of what may be the first sparks of  the Lord's call. During this delicate task, such catechists are neither to rush the individual to take radical decisions in a short span of time not to procrastinate unnecessarily the nurturing of the call in its earliest stages.


The General Directory for Catechesis, published in 1997, elucidates the role of catechesis in stimulating believers «to lend their cooperation to the different ecclesial services, according to their proper vocation»
. Most naturally this holds true for all the Christian states of life. Catechetical instruction, according to age, circumstances, and the faith itinerary accomplished thus far by an individual or by a group, is directed to encourage Christians to live up to their baptismal commitment, that is to exercise in the most fruitful way the common priesthood of the faithful. The General Directory then proceeds to specify that during catechesis «every means  should be used to encourage vocations to the priesthood, and to the different forms of consecration to God in religious and apostolic life and to awaken special missionary vocations»
.


Catechesis serves to strengthen the resolve of the individual who is grappling with the first sparks of his vocational call. This is more so if such instruction is well-organised, regular and adapted to individual needs. When this individual identifies himself with the attitudes of Christ, he is on the right path of vocational discernment. The Directory, in fact, states that «the evangelical attitudes which Jesus taught his disciples when he sent them on mission are precisely those which catechesis must nourish: to seek out the lost sheep, proclaim and heal at the same time, to be poor, without money or knapsack; to know how to accept rejection and persecution; to place one's trust in the Father and in the support of the Holy Spirit; to expect no other reward than the joy of working for the Kingdom
».

8. Conclusion

In this study we have seen at some depth how the celebration of the liturgy and the ongoing education in the Christian faith are instrumental at the genesis of the Lord's call to serve him in the ministerial priesthood. These two dimensions provide an appropriate and stimulating environment to the believer who is discovering his vocation and, later, maturing in his response. It is within this context that «our youth begin to experience the fascination of Christ, his mission, his way of responding to the invitation of the Father»
. Being fascinated by Christ is the essential lifeblood of each vocation in the Church. This fascination is nourished daily by the celebration of the liturgy, especially the sacrament of the Eucharist and by the concomitant catechesis. But it all began with that first important step, followed by many others. And right through, the Lord continues to look lovingly (cfr Mk 10,21) at those whom he calls, and waits for their response … a response confirmed each day, and nourished by the sacraments and by catechesis.

Summary:

This research studies the role played by the liturgy, in particular the celebration of the sacraments, and catechesis at the very beginning of the process whereby the Lord invites certain members of the Christian faithful to the ordained ministry. The way liturgy and catechesis influence the initial moments and experiences of one's vocation is highlighted. The study relies on the Magisterium of Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI, as well as on various documents of the Roman Curia, and of the Italian Episcopal Conference. The contribution of various contemporary authors on the theme is also presented.
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