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Précis

God calls everyone to faith and holiness; he calls some in particular to
priesthood or religious life. These, however, are not the only sorts of vocation,
for there are genuine callings to states of life other than priesthood and
religious life. But, more than that, God calls everyone (including those called
to the priesthood and religious life) with his or her own personal vocation: a
unique share in the Church’s mission, a personal way of following Jesus. !

In most respects, young children cannot clearly discern their personal
vocations and should not be pressed to make premature commitments, even
of the most tentative sort. But preadolescent children can begin thinking and
praying about their vocations. If they fail to do this, during adolescence they
are likely to begin to form a different sort of plan of life, based on the quest
for possessions, pleasures, individualistic freedom, and social status. Thus,
personal vocation should be the major theme in the catechesis of children.

Christian spouses should regard marriage as a vocation. To fulfill their
responsibilities, they should undertake marvied life as a deliberate response to
God's call, give their marital consent as a yes to God’s will that they become
and remain one, always regard each other as God’s gift, anticipate any
children they might have as God's children entrusted to their care, and
sr;;bzrdinate to this vocational perspective their particular desires and specific
goals.
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PART V: CATECHESIS AND THE CATHOLIC FAMILY

One Should Live One’s Life in
Response to God’s Vocation

People who lack faith in divine revelation cannot have a concept
of vocation. Thus, most pagans of both ancicnt and contemporary
times assume that the pattern of every individual’s lifc is scttled by
naturc, nurture, and blind fate. But God's people of the old covenant
knew better. The Lord foresees the nceds of his people and preparces
mcn and women to meet these needs. He forms those he chooses even
before their birth for what he wants them to do. Still, God always
respects the intelligence and freedom of created persons. Therefore,
he docs not make them play their roles like puppets. Rather, he calls
thecm—Abraham, Moscs, the prophets.

The New Testament maintains and decpens the conception of the
covenant community, grounded in divine revelation and built up by
vocation and faith. All men and women arc called to enter the new
covenant and to sharc by the Spirit's gift in the divine life and holincss
of Jesus. All Christians arc to be pricsts, spokespersons for God, and
administrators of some portion of his kingdom. As St. Paul explains,
cach member of the Church, which is Jesus’ body, has a particular rolc
of service to fulfill for the benefit of the whole (sec Rom 12.3-8, 1 Cor
12.7-11; ¢f. LG 12, UR 2).

John Paul II teaches that Jesus himsclf had a personal vocation:
the unique mission he reccived from his heavenly Father and carried
out in the totality of his life, from childhood, through his baptism in
the Jordan, and ending with his death on the cross.2 Mary also had her
own personal vocation: announced to her by Gabriel’s message,
accepted by her “Let it be done to me,” and carried out through all the
rest of her life.?

Similarly, cach and every Chnstlan is called to a personal share in
the Church'’s mission and given the special grace needed for that
particular apostolic life, so that by living a life of witness, a prophetic
life, he or she can cooperate with the Spirit in building up Jesus’ body.*
John Paul Il points out that “before the Second Vatican Council the
concept of ‘vocation’ was appliced first of all to the priesthood and
religious life, as if Christ had addressed to the young person his
evangclical ‘Follow mc’ only for these cases. The Council has broad-
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ened this way of looking at things.... every human-life vocation, as a
Christian vocation, corresponds to the evangelical call. Christ's
‘Follow me’ makes itself heard on the different paths taken by the disciples
and confessors of the divine Redeemer?

Since vocation is God’s calling, its soutce is God's provideniial
plan. Thus, onc may not decide arbitrarily about any clement of onc’s
vocation. Rather, as John Paul Il teachcs: “Man must discover it—and
discover it cxactly.”® He summarizes the process:

To be able to discover the actual will of the Lord in our lives
always involves the following: a receptive listening to the
Word of God and the Church; fervent and constant prayer;
recourse to a wisc and loving spiritual guide; and a faithful
discernment of the gifts and talents given by God, as well as of
the diverse social and historic situations in which we live.?

One must not expect to hear God calling in some extraordinary
manner. Rather, with the light of faith, personal vocation can be
discovered in the sufficicnt signs by which God ordinarily makes his
will known (sce PO 11). Thus, as John Paul 1l cxplains, what God calls
one to can be discerned preciscly in the facts of one's lifc and situation.
“ “What is my vocation’ means ‘in what dircction should my person-
ality develop, considering what 1 have in me, what I have to offer, and
what others—other people and God—expect of me?" "

Personal vocation includes cvery sphere of activity. It intcgrates
various roles of service in the family, at work, in the civic community,
and so on—so that all the responsibilitics a person assumes will be
met.

Certainly, the great commitments which settle onc’sstate in life—
as cleric, religious, or married or single lay person—are important
clements of personal vocation. But onc’s work—whecther it be in
homemaking, day labor, farm, factory, office, trade, profession, gov-
crnment, education, or whatever—also is a large part of lifc and offers
its own opportunitics for giving Christian witness, serving onc'’s
neighbor, and recapturing some part of the fallen world for Jesus’
kingdom. Hence, although choicc of work and commitment to an
cmployer and a group of fcllow workers arc not so permancent and
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unconditional as to constitute a state of life, they are an important
component of one's vocation.’

Similarly, in choosing where to live, a person undertakes the
responsibilities of a citizen in that neighborhood, local community,
and nation, and thesc civic duties must be fulfilled in a way which
contributes to onc’s Christian apostolate. Even hobbics, forms of
recreation, ways of vacationing, and so forth should be viewed as
clements of vocation and carried on in accord with relevant norms.

Furthermore, personal vocation includes more than the life plan
which a young person forms.?® The small child who decides to obey
parents and teachers in order to be more like the obedient Jesus makes
a basic commitment of personal vocation. Though this commitment
will develop and be further specificd, it need not be replaced. Simi-
larly, people who rctire from their jobs have new opportunities for
witness and scrvice; they should continue to fulfill themselves and
scrve others by putting their gifts and resources to use, not simply
filling their days with pastimes.

Conditions beyond one's control also can pertain to onc'’s voca-
tion. After spcaking of the more obvious clements of vocation, such
as work and statc of lifc, John Paul Il adds: “And I am thinking also
of other situations: for example, of the husband who is left a widower,
of the spouse who is abandoned, of the orphan. I am thinking of the
condition of the sick; the old, infirm and lonely; and of the poor.™

The preceding exposition shows that John Paul II, in greatly
developing Vatican Il's teaching on personal vocation, treats it as an
cssential clement in cvery Catholic’s spirituality. But if vocation,
understood in this way, is cssential, why has the Church begun to
stress it only recently? The answer is twofold.

On the onc hand, while the inclusive concept of personal voca-
tion has emerged only recently, what is grasped by that concept is
entircly traditional. For the core of the inclusive understanding of
personal vocation is simply this: at every juncture, one should ask,
“What is God's will for me?” and, having discerned his will, one should
accept it and strive to fulfill it faithfully. But from the beginning,
Christians have been exhorted to shape their entire lives by faith.

On the other hand, contemporary culture challenges Christians
in a unique way. As the faith spread during Christianity's first
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millennium, it influenced culture, so that eventually most Christians’
roles in the family, the economy, and civil society more or less
belonged to their lives of faith. Moreover, throughout most of
Christianity’s first two millennia, few people had much choice about
wherc they would live, what work they would do, or with whom they
would associatc. States of lifc involving virginity or celibacy for the
kingdom's sakc were considered personal vocations for thosc having
the special gifts they require. But for others it was hardly necessary to
discern a personal vocation; it was sufficient that they accept as God's
will the responsibilitics which were theirs willy-nilly.

The contemporary world, however, presents Christians with a
newsituation. The secularization of culture in modern times gradually
affected roles, first in thc economy and civil society, but more recently
even in the family, opening the gap, which Vatican II dcplores,
between faith and daily life (see GS 43). Furthermore, many fac-
tors—such as scicntific and technological progress, growing wealth,
morc complex social structures, and the liberal-democratic form of
government—greatly incrcased the options available to people, cspe-
cially thosc in the middle and upper classes in affluent socictics. Such
people no longer can live good Christian lives by passively accepting
roles and responsibilitics which are thrust upon them; they must
reflect critically on culturally defined roles, examine their gifts and
opportunitics in the light of faith, discern what God asks of them, and
commit themsclves to doing it. Therefore, it has become necessary to
stress personal vocation as the organizing principle of a good Chris-
tian life.

Vocation in the Catechesis of Children

Catechetical instruction following first Confession and Com-
munion should begin at once to raise the question of personal
vocation. God has given us so much; Jesus has done so much for us.
We must ask what we can give in return. By the Eucharist we are onc
with Jesus and so in communion with all other Cheristians. Jcsus
wishes to bring everyone into that communion, to save everyone.
How can we help him complete his work? This work is the apostolate
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of the Church. What will be our share in it?

Whete Confirmation is administered at age twelve or fourteen, a
main aim of catechesis from first Communion to Confirmation
should be preparation for the latter sacrament. Now, Confirmation is
the sacrament which strengthens one to bear witness, that is, to carry
outonc’s personal vocation asapostolate (scc CMP, 31.C). Thercfore,
catechesis after first Communion during the grade school ycars should
raisc the question of personal vocation and guide children’s cfforts at
disccrnment. Where Confirmation is administered to infants or
younger children, the same sort of catechesis is necded so that the
sacrament will bear its fruit as the children grow up.

Parcnts have an extremcely important role to play in fostermg
awarencss of personal vocation in their children. As early as possible,
the mother and the father should begin to tell children of their duty
to help Jesus with his work of bringing the good news to all pcople and
building up his kingdom, and to point out that each child will have
his or her own unique opportunitics and ways of doing this. As
children grow, this clementary concept of personal vocation should
be devceloped. John XXIII teaches:

Plcasc carry on with your mission tirclessly and especially try
to instill in youngsters from their earliest years—this is an arca
in which your apostolate can be particularly effective—adeep
conviction that life is not just a lark, not just some kind of
aimless wandering, not a search for some passing success and
cven less for casy moneyj; instcad, it means daily dedication of
oncself; it. mcans serving one’s neighbor; it means a spirit of
sacrificc applicd to the hard work of a conquest that is always
going on. This is the right way: and not the one that is
sometimes suggested and urged by a mentality that deforms
consciences and offers them a distorted view of reality.

You must also teach them that a person will enjoy truc joy and
peace of mind only if he lives up to his obligations generously
and develops to their fullest the talents that God has hidden
away in the mind and heart of cach and every individual; you
must make them realize that looking upon life as a vocation
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and living it in the light of that awarcness is the one thing that
will bring them the greatest satisfaction as well as being the
secret of interior peace and of edification of neighbor. 1

Children should be helped to understand not only their gifts and
limitations but also the nceds and opportunitics of the Church and
the world. Parents also should cxplain Jesus’ counscls about poverty,
chastity, and obcdience, pointing out that, for those with the neces-
sary gifts, life according to the counsels or in priestly celibacy for the
kingdom's sakc is preferable to marriage.

Children and young pcople necd powerful motivation to do the
work required to usc the opportunities of formal education to develop
their gifts fully. Parents and teachers cannot give a child the necessary
motivation. Rather, they must appeal to and encourage cach child’s
innate potentiality and inclination to develop and excel.

Human beings naturally desire to develop their capacitics, to sct
goals and succced in reaching them, to fulfill themselves and win
others’ respect. This natural desire motivates cvery scrious cffort to
study, lcarn, and practice skills. While the pursuit of sclf-fulfillment
can be sclfish, it nced not be. Paul VI explains:

In God's plan, every man is born to seek self-fulfillment, for
every human life is called to some task by God. At birth a
human being possesses certain aptitudes and abilities in germi-
nal form, and these qualities arc to be cultivated so that they
may bear fruit. By developing these traits through formal
education of personal effort, the individual works his way
toward the goal set for him by the Creator.

Self-development, however, is not left up to man’s option. Just
as the whole of creation is ordered toward its Creator, so too
the rational creature should of his own accord direct his life to
God, the first truth and the highest good. Thus human self-
fulfillment may be said to sum up our obligations. 1

Conscquently, children should be taught to undertake and carry
out their cffortsat self-development through education as part of their
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vocation. They should be helped to appreciate their aptitudes and
abilities as God's gifts, and to consider the work of study and learning
as a responsibility to him.

The points | have been making about vocation in the catechesis
of children are solidly grounded in the Church’s teaching and may
cven scem obvious. Nevertheless, their implementation would con-
stitute a very significant departure from current practices in the
Church.

A few ycars ago | looked at the moral teaching in the three sets of
textbooks—those published by Benziger, Silver-Burdett, and Sadlier—
which arc most widely used in catechizing children during the grade-
schools years in Catholic schools and CCD programs. I discovered
that praiseworthy efforts have been made to replace legalism's alien-
ating stress on reward and punishment with love, joy, and a sense of
communion; and that the excessive, almost semi-Pelagian- emphasis
on good works and merit common in earlier catcchesis has given way
to an emphasis on God's loving-kindness and faithfulncss.

However, I also discovered that in general moral teaching in these
catcchisms is sparse and that, what there is of it remains unintegrated
with the teaching about doctrine and liturgy. The authors also scem
to have overlooked the Catholic principle that God's grace includes
our works and merits.

Then too, insofar as the catechisms do touch on moral questions,
they almost always try to mect children where they are and to promote
the Cheristian life appropriatc to their age and situation. So children
arc instructed about their current responsibilities and encouraged to
carry out charitable projects as part of their school work. Again, all to
the good. But children naturally look forward to adult life, and they
must be instructed to prepare for it and helped to be ready to make
vocational commitments. On these matters, in my judgment, the
catechisms I looked at were very deficient.

Moreover, to implement recent magisterial teaching regarding
personal vocation in the catechesis of children, it also would be
necessary to deal morc cffectively with the widespread theological
and pastoral disscnt from the Church’s most firm and constant moral
teaching regarding sexual activity, marriage, and innocent life." That
dissent supports permissiveness on the part of parents and teachers
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with respect to children’s sinful sexual activitics—masturbation,
interpersonal sex play, inmodest entertainment, and impure thoughts.
Permissiveness on these matters both directly and indircctly blocks
children’s discernment and acceptance of their vocations.

Obviously, children habituated to unchaste behavior will not
think they have the gift for celibacy or virginity for the kingdom's sake
and so, if they arc passably honest, will regard themsclves as excluded
from those vocations. Less obviously, but cqually directly, habitual
unchastity nips in the bud vocations to marriage, since pcople whoare
not trying to subordinate scxual desire to marital love will hardly look
forward to marriage as a vocation, that is, as a divinc calling, part of
which is to subordinate sexual activity to authentic conjugal and
parental love.

Indirectly, sexual permissivencss fosters consumerism, individual-
istic self-assertion, and status sceking. Theological and pastoral dis-
senters, as well as the catechists and parents they influence, may think
it coherent to insist on the Church’s teaching on social justice and
sclf-giving in interpersonal relationships, but children whoare taught
to form their so-called consciences against Church teaching in onc
arca arc likely to do so in others, and children who usc their own
bodies for pointless self-gratification are not likcly to trcat material
goods and other people any better. The choice between flesh and
spirit is all or none (see Gal 5.16-24). If lust nced not be resisted, why
must one resist covetousness and pride?

It also seems to me that faithful pastors, catechists, and others who
wish to foster vocations to the priesthood and religious life often act
in self-defeating ways because they themsclves are confused about
personal vocation. Somec still project a repulsive, clitist image of
priestly and religious life, promising an clect few membership in a
superior caste rather than challenging all God' s people to serve his
kingdom. Some try to apply contemporary marketing techniques,
implying that Christians may choose their vocations as arbitrarily as
they choose their detergents. And even when well-intentioned and
sound in substance, vocation officcs, vocation days, and intercessions
for vocations need to be rethought, transformed, and reformulated to
climinate the false suggestion that vocation is a special divine clec-
tion reserved to a small minority of Christians.
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Faithful pastors and catechists may fear that, if children were
taught that every one of them has a personal vocation, even fewer
than now would consider applying for admission to seminaries and
novitiatcs. That fear is not well-grounded. The diverse roles of service
to which Christians are called arc not like various employers compet-
ing for a small group of competent people. Rather, cach Christian’s
vocation is a given— an objcctive statc of affairs—to be discerned; if
more children were listening for God's call, more would hear it.
There is no lack of vocations to pricsthood and the religious life, for
every vocation is God's gift, and surcly he calls as many as appropriate
to those states of life.

Vocation in Catechesis for Marriage

In afflucnt contemporary socictics, the view is widespread that
marriage is only an arrangement for attaining specific goals. Perhaps,
agrecing to exclude children, a couple “marry” to provide the woman
with financial support and thc man with scxual satisfaction—an
arrangement similar to prostitution. Or perhaps they plan to work
together for the things each desires: a sexual partner, certain emo-
tional satisfactions, a home and other possessions, a certain social
status, and even a child or children (considered as desired objects to
be possessed and enjoyed). Such an arrangement, which falls short of
authentic marital communion, is only amcans for satisfying individu-
als’ desires by carrying out their agendas and achieving specific
objectives. To think of marriage as an arrangement of this sort is
radically at odds with sccing it as part of one's Christian vocation.

Authentic consent to marriage and a sincere commitment to
fulfill the responsibilitics flowing from it determine a very large part
of a marricd person’s life. Since the whole of Christian life should be
lived according to faith, couples should undertake and live their
marricd life as a very important part of their Christian vocation.
Bccausc marriage is a sacrament, it is all the more clcar and important
that it be undertaken and lived as a central, common clement of the
vocations of the spouscs.

Thus, catechesis for marriage should focus on vocation and usc it
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