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The Harvest

In mid-June I joined 250 other Bishops of the United States in an Assembly of Prayer and 
Reflection on Vocations in the Church today. This was a special gathering of bishops that had a 
unique agenda. There were no business sessions; there were no votes on issues facing the 
Church today. Rather, over a period of eight days, we listened to various presentations on 
vocations in the Church today with ample time built in for discussion, prayer, reflection and even 
recreation. !
Emphasis was given to the vocation of all the baptized in their relationship with the Lord with 
special recognition of the challenge offered to the laity in the Church today to build up the Body 
of Christ. We spent time listening to and reflecting on religious life in the Church with its special 
charism and gift which it offers. Stress was placed on the essential need for ordained ministers 
in the Church by those who hold the office of priest, deacon and bishop.!

STATISTICS AND REALITY!
We listened to statistics reflecting good news and bad news. The alienation of women and the 
lifetime commitment to celibacy as an essential component of priesthood were presented as 
factors affecting vocations in the Church today. But we also heard the survey reports 
announcing the interest in and commitment to lay ministry, religious life, diaconate and 
priesthood by young people within the Church at this time. !
Dialogue with Bishops from other parts of the country gave the present vocation crisis a different 
perspective. It was difficult for those from huge metropolitan areas to imagine the geographical 
territory which priests in Eastern Montana must cover to fulfill their pastoral responsibility to 
three, four or five communities. On the other hand, it was amazing to be reminded that in some 
large and even smaller cities of our country, two and possibly three priests care for more 
Catholics in one parish than the total number of Catholic families in all of Cascade or 
Yellowstone counties. !

NEED FOR VOCATIONS TODAY!
The pastoral care of parishes is a combined effort of laity, religious, deacons and priests. There 
is a need for the development of each of these vocations with each fulfilling his or her own role 
and responsibility. Living out these vocations is more than a personal response to an inner 
calling, but rather a commitment to God, the Church, and the People of God which calls for 
ongoing formation and education. Yet, if we are to be a people committed to the mission and 
ministry of Jesus, a ministry of Word and Sacrament, there is the urgent need for the presence 
of the ordained priest, a person asked to proclaim the Word of God, to celebrate the Eucharist 
and other sacraments, and to gather together and to lead the Christian community. As Pope 
John Paul II said, "There is no Church without the Eucharist, and there is no Eucharist without 
priests. How can the Church exist without the ordained priesthood?" 
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The meeting al St. John’s University in Collegeville, Minnesota provided an incentive for me to 
reflect prayerfully on vocations in the Church today. More than ever, I understand better the 
need to recognize the different roles and responsibilities within the Church. Though we must 
proclaim and emphasize the dignity and equality of persons, we must recognize the distinct 
offices which people hold. I realize and recognize the need for lay persons to use their gifts by 
reason of baptism and confirmation, gifts which need ongoing formation and education. I 
appreciate even more deeply the commitment of religious men and women and deacons to the 
vocation they offer to the local Church. But I am convinced more than ever that a priority of our 
diocese must be the recruitment of candidates for the priesthood. !

PRIESTHOOD VOCATIONS!
Are there young men in Eastern Montana with the necessary gifts and essential qualities 
needed to be a priest today? Are these young men willing to make a lifetime celibate 
commitment to the service of God and His people? I believe that such candidates are present 
among us - but they need the encouragement of families and priests; they want to be invited; 
they want our prayers. !
I deliberately drove back from Collegeville to Eastern Montana in order to have time to think 
about what happened when eight days are taken from your life to reflect on important issues in 
the Church today. As I drove through the endless expanse of North Dakota and Eastern 
Montana, the sparsely settled land became so obvious. Yet, in countless communities which dot 
the landscape every twenty-five to fifty miles, the Church building was present and obvious. I 
couldn't help bur ask, "Will these communities have the service of a priest in years to come?'' I 
pray they will. !
A request and plea for vocations to the priesthood is nothing new. It has been and continues to 
be the challenge of our diocese for eighty-one years. The question is now asked of us. Will we 
have the faith and courage to respond? 


