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The Progress

A few weeks ago, I had the privilege of offering the keynote address to the annual 
Convention of Diocesan Vocations Directors in Portland, Ore. It was good to visit with 
many of the men and women from throughout our country who share a ministry on behalf 
of vocations in the church. The theme of the gathering was the apostolic exhortation of 
Pope John Paul II entitled, "Pastores Dabo Vobis," or " I Will Give You Shepherds." This 
document was the response given by the Holy Father to the last Synod of Bishops. !

It was exciting to hear about the many efforts to help people become more aware of their 
baptismal call and the wonderful response given by women and men to professional lay 
ministry, as well as volunteer ministry in the church today. It is obvious that the church is 
strong in continuing the mission and ministry of Jesus as the result of lay people sharing 
their gifts in almost every area of church life. !

Responsibility of the community!

One of the major themes of Pope John Paul's apostolic exhortation is to emphasize the 
obligation of the entire Christian community to call people to live out a vocation, and 
especially a vocation to priesthood. A concern for vocations is an essential dimension of 
the church's pastoral work. The pope refers to the church as an “ecclesia” which is a 
convocation or assembly of those who have been called. In calling people to respond to 
their vocation, rooted in baptism, the Holy Father offers the example of Andrew, brother of 
Peter. The Gospel tells us, "He brought him to Jesus." !

If young people are to respond to a vocation in the church today, and especially if young 
men are to consider priesthood, it will be due in no small way to the efforts of the 
community to bring them to Jesus as a result of prayer and encouragement. Each of us 
could well ask if we have taken the time to invite young people to meet Jesus. !

Challenges in encouraging vocations to the priesthood!

In light of the need for priests in the church today, the Holy Father emphasizes the priority 
the church community must give to the encouragement of vocations to priesthood which is 
an essential ministry in the church. Yet, there are factors in our culture, and even within 
our church, which depreciate the ministry of the priest. !

Our culture emphasizes the importance of the individual with the emphasis on personal 
religious convictions and practice. God is often seen as a "personal inner voice" rather 
than the voice of community or tradition. Rituals celebrated and shared in public contradict 
the emphasis on the self and little need is seen by some for the role of the priest or 
minister. 
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In a soon to be published article by Msgr. Francis Mannion, the author states that there is 
a growing tension between the role of the assembly and the role of the priest. There is no 
doubt that the church has gone through a period of clericalism where both the ritual and 
the people were subordinated to the role of the priest. For some, even today, ritualism is 
the priority. But Msgr. Mannion indicates that there is developing today a 
congregationalism where ordained ministry is relativized to the gathering of the assembly. 
This congregationalism minimizes the role and responsibility of the priest and could well 
ignore the fact that the priest not only gives voice to the prayer of the congregation, but 
brings to it an absolutely essential element. !

How do we respond?!

As we once again celebrate Church Vocations Awareness Week, it would be good to 
recognize how essential the ministry of the priest is for the church. This calls the entire 
Christian community to live out its vocation to recognize, encourage and support vocations 
to ordained ministry. Not only is there the need to encourage vocations to priesthood, 
there is the ongoing need to support the priests who are serving us. In fact, we must seek 
ways to support and encourage all people who serve us in our local church and to express 
our gratitude to them for the gifts they share with us. !

Sometimes people ask why I write and speak so often about vocations to the priesthood. 
The answer is that as bishop, I would like to have quality priests serve our communities, to 
be available to our people, to proclaim God's word, celebrate the Eucharist and other 
sacraments, and gather and lead the Christian community. This is our tradition. This is part 
of our identity as a community of faith. !

In recent years, more young men have come forward to consider a vocation to priesthood. 
In sharing their stories of vocational discernment and decision, they indicate clearly that 
their vocation is the result of encouragement, support and prayer of family and friends. 
May we extend such encouragement, support and prayer to potential candidates for 
priesthood among us. May God's grace and peace be yours. !
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