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The Progress

We spend weeks preparing to celebrate again the birth of Jesus. The Christmas season 
introduces us to angels, shepherds and kings who come to the crib in Bethlehem. 
However, quicker than a flash of light, the liturgy rushes us from the crib and the child to 
Jesus and the Jordan to celebrate the feast of the Baptism of the Lord. Yes, Jesus comes 
to John the Baptist and asks to be baptized. As John pours the water over Jesus, a voice 
comes from the heavens to let us know that Jesus is God’s beloved, that God’s favor rests 
on Jesus.!

It is good that we celebrate this feast of the Baptism of Jesus at the beginning of the year. 
The Baptism of Jesus reminds us that when we are baptized, then God’s favor also rests 
on us. Our baptism calls us to share God’s life with others within the church, we call such 
service “ministry.” Ministry expresses itself in different ways, from basic service to others in 
the name of Jesus to designated ministries within the church.!

Beginning this weekend, when we celebrate the Baptism of Jesus, the church asks us to 
celebrate National Vocation Awareness Week. In a special way, this week is a time when 
the church asks us to encourage and support vocations to religious life and priesthood.!

The need for religious life!

These past six weeks have given me more time to reflect on important issues than I ever 
dreamed I would have. As I reviewed my life and relived the important moments of the 
past, over and over again I would recall the witness of religious life that countless women 
and men offered to me.!

As a child, adult, priest and bishop, the commitment that men and women have given to 
the unique and various charisms of religious life has been a gift that has enriched my life 
and the life of the church and the world in which we live.!

Religious life and ministry extend from education to health care, from pastoral ministry to 
working for justice and peace. We need to find ways to introduce young men and women 
to the values of religious life and commitment. We need to encourage vocations to 
religious life and the witness that religious life offers to enrich the church in its ministry and 
service in the name of Jesus. !

Priesthood: An essential ministry!

As we reflect on the ways in which people share ministry in the church today, we also 
need to appreciate the tradition we have as a community of faith. This tradition 
acknowledges in a special way the ministry of ordained priesthood. Priesthood is essential 
for the life of the church. Only the ordained priest is able to celebrate Eucharist and 
Eucharist is at the heart of our worship as a community of faith.
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Today, there is a need for priests to serve the church. For various reasons, candidates 
have not responded to this vocation as they did in the earlier part of this century. 
Explanations for the decline in vocations to the priesthood range from the issues of a 
lifetime celibate commitment to the new options available for service within the church and 
the community today. Some also maintain the exclusion of women from ordained ministry 
becomes a deterrent to priesthood vocations. !

Yet, I know and believe that there are candidates for priesthood today willing to accept this 
invitation and challenge if we dare to extend it to them. I believe we need to see 
priesthood as a vocation that enriches all of our lives.!

I believe that no one of us can exercise ministry in the church today if we do not find ways 
to encourage vocations to priesthood. In turn, I believe no priest or candidate for 
priesthood can be faithful to his vocation if he does not encourage and support all the 
ministries open to people within the church today.!

Such encouragement and support call for a spirit of collaboration that recognizes and 
appreciates the unique gifts that each one of us brings to the community. Otherwise our 
support and encouragement become a verbal exercise that means nothing.!

An invitation!

As we celebrate National Vocation Awareness Week, I pray that we might recognize the 
gift that God asks of each of us. How do we share with others what God has given to us? 
How do we pass on to others what has been given to us? How do we find ways as 
individuals and as parish communities to encourage vocations to religious life and 
priesthood? This is a haunting question not only for this coming week, but for the entire 
coming year. !

Again, I offer these reflections at a time in my life when I am trying to focus on what is 
really important. I can’t afford to do otherwise. Please pray for vocations to religious life 
and priesthood. May God’s gifts of grace and peace be yours.!
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