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The following reflections are based on my experience of priestly and religious training, both as a trainee and as a formator. I spent fourteen years in formation, if I count the years from my novitiate to the conclusion of my theology studies (including higher degrees and three years of teaching). If you add the four years of high school and Pre-University study, which formed my aspirantate (during which, too, we were exposed to lots of friendly bombardment on the priesthood and religious life), it adds up to a whopping eighteen years! I have been a formator for over twenty years—including my three-year regency and the long and happy years in Poonamallee (from 1975, with a couple of breaks, up to 1993, when I joined the University of Madras). During these years, I came to know from very close quarters a few hundred seminarians and young religious, as well as a couple of hundred priests and religious. In the following pages, I should like to look at some of the rhetoric we hear about the vocation, training and contribution of priests and religious. All professions and groups have a rhetoric of their own. The relevant question is: How much of it is true?  This needs to be asked with particular urgency about priestly and religious formation, since it is among the longest, most expensive and most carefully worked out training programmes among all professions, and its possible impact on the lives of people is significant. So, too, the key role played by priests and religious in church activities (and beyond church boundaries) is undeniable. Let us have a look at some of the rhetoric, and see whether it corresponds to the reality. Empty rhetoric cut off from reality will make us live in a fool's paradise. The only solid basis on which we can build is reality, with its many positive and negative aspects, its limitations and question marks. Life is not a neat formula. Given the experiential tone of this paper, I have decided to skip the normal apparatus of scholarly articles, such as footnotes or references to church documents. The main documents are well-known to most formators.

PART I: THE RHETORIC AND THE REALITY

1. Vocation as God's Call and a Free Human Response in Love

THE RHETORIC: In theory, a young person joins the major seminary or novitiate in a free response to God's call, which he/she discerns honestly with some competent person (usually a priest/religious selected for formation work). The candidate's concern is supposed to be to deepen this call, to learn to respond to it more generously and to commit oneself to doing work, according to God's will. If I go in for the priesthood or religious for other reasons (family pressure, lack of opportunities, direct or subtle pressure from priests and religious, fear of leaving, etc.), then this would not really be a genuine vocation. That is the official rhetoric. How much is true?

THE REALITY: The reality, as I have repeatedly seen, is quite different.  An ex-seminarian whom I had taught in Poonamallee illustrates this.  When he told his parents that he was thinking of leaving, they were furious.  They were worried about what people in the village would say. The other reason for their anger was less subtle. They told him plainly that they expected him to "become a priest and help us, as other priests are doing.  I admire the young man for sticking his decision to leave, in spite of such family pressure.

I do not mean that there are no genuine vocations in our country.   My own conviction (which I cannot prove or disprove scientifically) is that there is a committed minority of genuine candidates in every group. The rest seem to be more worried about not getting into trouble or being asked to leave (hence the much-touted "fear complex" in seminaries), rather than about finding and doing God's will. My experience of seminary formation does not lead me to believe that the majority of seminarians come to the seminary in response to an inner call or any strong religious experience. I am less familiar, as a formator, with the formation settings of women religious. But from what I hear, I would dare extend this doubt to women candidates as well. In fact, in our culture, it is much easier for a man to leave and try something else. This is, as we know, much harder for a woman. Hence, probably, the danger of staying in despite unhappiness or improper motives may be greater in the case of women candidates. This is all the more so in congregations that do not send their junior sisters for college studies or similar types of training.

The situation is not the same in all religious congregations or dioceses or in the different parts of India. The situations vary a lot from place to place. The seriousness and depth of the formation plan and its execution vary much from congregation to congregation. But, all in all, I would raise the doubts I have mentioned above about a good number, if not the majority, of our candidates.

2. Leaving Everything to Follow Jesus

THE RHETORIC: Church documents and edifying writings from the lives of the saints speak of a person leaving everything to follow Jesus. Once you have found the pearl of great price, all else looks cheap or less important in comparison. One is willing to make sacrifices (as regards food, clothes, work, travel, accommodation, etc), since one's happiness comes from following Jesus, not from having more things. Haven't we heard the stories of St. Antony of the Desert (who sold his vast property and gave it to the poor and withdrew to the desert), of Thomas Aquinas (the brilliant son of a nobleman who joined the begging friars of his day against his family's wishes, and resisted their efforts to corrupt him), Francis of Assisi (that carefree, pleasure-loving scion of the wealthy merchant class who fell in love with Christ and found perfect joy in a life of poverty), Clare (who, moved by Francis's example, made a similar choice) and many other outstanding human beings who counted wealth, pleasure and privilege as nothing when compared to the joy of serving Christ? These examples are true and challenging, and continue even to this day. But, once again, how many priests and religious are of this category?
THE REALITY: I have known exemplary priests, religious and seminarians whose choice of their state of life is along these Gospel lines. There are people who have left lives of comfort and voluntarily accepted a poor and simple life style out of their religious convictions. I remember a sister who had entered religious life in spite of her father's trying to keep her home with gifts and great freedom, and joined the convent with a deep desire to serve the poor, pleading with her superiors to send her among the poorest. There are such religious and priests in India, just as they are found in other parts of the world; it is really refreshing to meet them. I have known seminarians, sisters, brothers and priests who lead very simple lives, often inspired by some priest or religious they have known. I have also known candidates coming from poorer families, who have maintained a simple life style, and who bring to their ministry an experiential understanding of people's hardships and do their part to alleviate their sufferings.

But, once again, they seem to be in the minority. For the majority of young men (and women) coming into a major seminary or novitiate in India, the change of life style is towards affluence. Most of us are financially better off and live more comfortable lives than our married brothers and sisters. Add to this the fact that major seminaries  (and a number of religious formation houses) in India are amply financed by the church or the religious order, so that, when their peers are struggling to go to college or find a job, the seminarian and religious enjoy a carefree life in a setting that provides everything free of cost. This is not the case in many other countries of the world; but it is so in India at the moment. A Hindu doctor who knows our system well told me, "One thing that is not good in your church is that young men spend years without financial responsibility, getting everything free. Such a setting is not good for their growth."

If we add to the financial security the undeniable fact that most candidates to seminaries and religious orders do not belong to the brightest students in a school or college (see, for instance, the studies published in Jnana Deepa Magazine), then this question, uncomfortable as it is, must be faced: Are seminaries (and religious houses) becoming the refuge of the mediocre, of persons who cannot succeed in the tough, competitive world outside? (I must repeat once again, to avoid misunderstandings and useless arguments, that I do not imply that all or most candidates in India are joining to find a comfortable life; what I am saying is that our reality needs to be faced, even and especially in its less palatable aspects.)

When most of the seminarians in a seminary where I taught were not graduates, I remember there was a bright philosophy student who had already finished his bachelor's degree. He had not only completed his undergraduate studies; he was evidently intelligent. One day, one of his companions asked him: "You are clever; you have a college degree. Why are you in the seminary?" I do not know whether to laugh or cry at this comment, but it does reflect a mentality—a thinking according to which priesthood, and more so convent life, is OK if you are not bright or gifted, but a deplorable waste for a bright and capable person, especially if he or she is also attractive. I have known cases where minor seminarians would decide to go ahead (to the major seminary) if they got a second or third class in their pre-university (or plus-two) exams, but would leave if they got a first class!

3. Vocation Promotion and Selection of Candidates

THE RHETORIC: We must help young people to say Yes to God and follow their vocation. The church needs good vocations. "The harvest is great, but the labourers are few..." Quoting such texts, religious orders and dioceses set apart people for the task of "vocation promotion." Vocation promoters are supposed to help young people see life as God's gift, which we should use according to God's plans. They are expected to show the young how God calls us to a life of holiness and meaningful service, and help them choose that path where they will do God's will best. This is what "vocation promotion" is supposed to be—to help the young reflect on their future, and make choices in line with God's will, which is also what will bring true happiness to their heart. In itself, this is not only a healthy and wonderful bit of guidance; it should form part of all Catholic education. We should help all our students to live their lives as service to God, doing good according to their setting and abilities. We should help them to make choices based on God's will and the needs of people, rather than selfishness or the pursuit of money, pleasure and power.

THE REALITY: The reality, sadly, is quite different. When I addressed the major superiors of religious congregations (the national CRI assembly) in Chennai some years ago, I tried to look at the reality of religious life in India beyond the clichés. A lay woman working in a Catholic institution whose opinion I trust read the manuscript and told me: "Somebody must say these things, but you will be attacked." I was not attacked; far from it. The superiors were very receptive. In fact, during the break, some of them told me: "The actual situation is worse than what you described. You do not seem to be aware, for instance, of the nonsense that goes on at times in the name of vocation promotion." They told me of cases in which a so-called promoter goes to a village, meets some girls, invites them to come to her convent, and the girls promise to come. Then, another congregation hears of this group of girls, and the promoter goes and meets the same group, promises them things (including, to my shock, things like financial help to the family, or promise to send the candidate abroad, etc), and gets them to join their group. How on earth such an approach can be called vocation promotion, I have no idea.  This is marketing, not promotion of vocations.

I realize that what I am writing may be painful reading to those religious and priests who joined with the desire to belong to God, serve the poor, and who put God's will and the good of the people—not their own comforts or convenience—in the first place. It is such people who form the backbone of religious life and the priesthood. People, as well as priests and religious, know it. I am not talking about these exemplary highly motivated persons. I am talking of another side of our reality, which too, we need to look at and face.

Just because someone joins seminary or the novitiate, that does mean he/she is called to that form of life. Vocation (in contrast to the use a number of priests and religious make of the word) is something everyone has. My father and mother have vocation—and a holy one at that - just as I have. Vocation promotion, if genuine, consists in helping a person to choose before God that path in life where he/she will do God's will best.  Or, in simple words, that path is my vocation, where I will be happier and more loving, more true to the spirit and example of Jesus. For most people the right setting is marriage; it can help me to become a true disciple of Christ.  What matters is to do God's will and live a holy life, not which group I belong to.

If I forget this, or if I am interested in the size or the survival my group (religious order or diocese) than in what a young person is called to, then I will try to keep people in the seminary or religious life, without bothering about whether he/she seems to be really suited to this walk of life.  Let us face facts: Wherever families were larger and living standards poorer, there have been more candidates to seminaries and religious orders. Think of Ireland or Italy up to the 1960s, or parts of India up to very recent times. This does not mean all such candidates are on the wrong path (Don Bosco, for instance, came from a poor family), but it does raise doubts about the large numbers of "vocations" seminaries and religious orders are getting in poorer countries today. A higher number of candidates need not mean more vocations. People may be getting in (and staying in) for the wrong reasons—side by side with those who are joining and staying for very genuine reasons.

We must not also forget that there are many "vocations" in the church—not just to the priesthood or celibate religious life.

4. Perseverance in One's Vocation 
THE RHETORIC: Some of us may remember a time when a companion's departure from the seminary or religious life seemed a tragedy, and such persons would not feel comfortable stepping into the seminary or religious house again. If the departure was from the priesthood, then the shock and scandal were really great. "Perseverance in our vocation" seemed the most important value. A change of direction was at times called a "defection." Some religious orders even discouraged their members from having contacts with former members. The good thing about that era was the readiness to put up with hardships and be faithful to what one had undertaken, even when the going was very hard.

THE REALITY: The truth is that none of us knows which path is better for a particular person. In case of doubt, it is better that a person leaves the seminary or religious order than that an unsuitable candidate should be ordained or stay in religious life. Perseverance in doing God's will is essential; this is not the same as staying in the seminary or religious order. There can be good and holy reasons for leaving, just as there are for staying.

In my many meetings with ex-seminarians, most of whom I had known before they left religious life or the diocesan seminary, I remember only one case of a young man who was still convinced he was called to the priesthood, and wanted to go back. In all the other cases, the candidates were helped by superiors either asking them to leave, or making it easier for them to take that decision. As formators or superiors (or family members), the best we can offer to the young religious or seminarian is our sincere desire that they be happy and that they take the right decisions before God. Our interest should not be to keep them in, or to drive them out. We are not God. We accompany people in their decisions, with genuine love and respect.

      In Western writings on religious life—or in speeches by Indians who go mostly by Western literature on this topic—we often hear: "Today's young people are afraid of commitment. So, they do not want to stay in religious life or take life-long commitments, like religious vows or the priesthood." While there seems to be some truth in this in Western society at large—see, for instance, the high percentage of divorces—this same blanket statement cannot be made of candidates in India. Why? Here the greater danger seems to be that a person may stay in out of fear of leaving, or for other wrong reasons. Fear of staying within a state of life does not seem to be the major issue here. (The situation varies much from one part of India to another.) This is true of marriage as well. The lower incidence of divorce in India compared to the West does not mean that marriages are happier here. People tend to stay in for other reasons: absence of other options, especially for women, lack of acceptance in society, financial dependence (e.g., on a husband who may be abusive, but who is also the only earning member of the family). What happens in families and marriages is likely to happen in religious life and seminary life as well.

Another thing I want to say is this: If we claim to love our formees (we formators and superiors claim this), how can we stop loving them when they decide to leave and do something else? If I love you, I will love you whether you remain in my religious order or join another congregation or decide to be a lay person and serve God in marriage. If my love for you can be "switched off' the moment you leave, or I lose all interest in your welfare once you make another choice, that means I never loved you in the first place. What do you say, reader?

5. A New Type of Priest and Religious for a Changing World?

THE RHETORIC: There is much talk about the changing times, the new global situation, the impact of the media and that blanket word, "nowadays" (as opposed to some supposedly less enlightened earlier era). Some of the more academically sophisticated church people will use words like "the postmodern era" or the age of information technology. A number of people assume that people's religiosity or expectations have changed drastically, leading to very different expectations from priests.

THE REALITY: Surveys show that what people expect from priests and religious has remained fairly constant. In the first place, they expect the priest to be a "man of God," Especially in a situation where more and more people are getting qualified in a wide variety of fields, they know that the priest cannot and need not be a jack of all trades. In most secular areas of activity, there are lay people far better qualified than priests. "Man of God" does not mean he is only a liturgist. The religious dimension, if genuine, permeates all areas of one's life. One plans, acts, leads, suffers, preaches, organizes, "with the mind and heart of Christ." Seminarians would do well to listen to what lay men and women expect from priests, rather than listen only or mainly to one another and to the artificial questions that come up in the protected atmosphere of the seminary.

One simple way to check whether one is a good priest or religious is this: Do people come to us? I used to tell seminarians: A good priest has no free time; there are always people to see him. A bad priest will have all the time in the world, because people do not go to him. If we are not kind and helpful, if we are rude, or bigoted or partial, people will not want to come to us. In our setting, a lay person may not shout back at us or fight against us openly—partly out of a cultural insistence on respect for religious figures and partly because in our institutions we are powerful persons whose displeasure employees are afraid of—but they are really put off when we treat them badly. Some become bitter and fume in silence. Others speak ill of us with unconcealed anger.

Kindness, godliness, a certain simplicity of life, availability for service, efforts to provide meaningful liturgy and preaching, and trying sincerely to live what we preach to others—these are qualities that people have always expected from their religious leaders, and still do. One study highlighted nine traits lay people expected from clergy and religious. The very first is: willingness to serve without looking for acclaim. If, instead of serving, we want to boss over others, or are jealous of our colleagues, or want our name on buildings and our praises sung in public, people will despise us—and with good reason.

6. Current Programmes of Formation

THE RHETORIC: The opportunities offered to future priests are vastly superior to what sisters in training get.  With a higher number of staff members with advanced degrees in philosophy, theology and other subjects, as well as better equipped libraries and other resources, major seminaries may believe that they are providing a better formation to seminarians and religious today than in the past. The choice of subjects is evidently larger, the books and journals available more numerous, the access to outside experts much freer. The accommodation and food are better than what older formation houses provided. Does all this mean a superior type of training?

THE REALITY: There is no evidence that we are turning out better priests or religious today. An experienced formator once gave me a reason for this. He said, "In my opinion, formation depends 70 percent on the candidate, 20 percent on the staff, and 10 percent on the programme." Two priests who go through the same seminary training can (and do) turn out to be remarkably different. There is no way we can "produce" good priests or religious, or make sure that a candidate grows into a sincere, dedicated, God-centred, compassionate and effective apostle. Revised curricula and an updated syllabus are important, but no programme, however cleverly thought out, can ensure the quality of the final "product."

Every congregation and major seminary, as well as every diocese or group of dioceses, certainly need a good, organic plan of formation. It needs to be discussed and brought up to date. It needs to be integral, catering to the various aspects of formation in healthy ways. All this is true. But more important than the programme is the person of the formator A good formator's life and conviction and personally challenging way of communicating things is what helps a young person to understand the essentials and be gripped by this way of life. A book cannot do that. Formators do this above all by creating a healthy atmosphere in the formation house. An atmosphere is hard to define, but it is tangible, palpable. Just as we feel happy and at home visiting some of our relatives and friends, while other visits leave us cold, a candidate can sense the atmosphere. Candidates are more influenced by the atmosphere of the formation house than by our conferences and learned lectures.

While a healthy formation atmosphere needs to be marked by a number of qualities, the two most essential are: love and joy. Only in a loving and happy setting will formation take place. Fear-filled settings, for example, may appear to produce results; but people will learn to hide and pretend, and will behave in very different ways when they are free and out of the control of the feared authority.

7. Liberation Theology and Socio-​Political Analysis in Formation Houses

THE RHETORIC: If we are to believe the more vocal seminarians and religious, it would seem that liberation theology and socio-political awareness are strong in our formation houses, that people are keen on action for justice, ready to engage themselves in transforming society in the direction of justice and respect towards all. If we go by the rhetoric, it can look as if serving the most marginalized is the main dream of most candidates and that many will take a stand for justice and be willing to pay a price.

THE REALITY: It is fashionable in a number of academic circles to speak of liberation and to mouth leftist slogans. Real liberation theology would have to start with committed action for justice among the poor. Theology itself would only be a second moment. We do not see much of this happening. So, too, talk about marginalization or subaltern perspectives (in the comfort of a seminar) is miles away from being close to the poor in life-style or commitment. What is happening is that priests, religious and seminarians speak about justice and use words like "liberation," "oppression," "the marginalized," "subaltern perspectives," etc. To do this while enjoying the security and the relative comfort offered by (foreign) money is quite easy; but it is not very convincing. Unlike what some conservative churchmen fear, there is little danger of too much liberation theology or action for justice in the seminaries or in the church in general; for it makes serious demands on life​style, ministry, readiness to confront the powerful and pay a price. We should not also forget that all serious liberation theology includes a strong spirituality. Gustavo Gutierrez, for instance, clearly insists that the first moment of theology is a double experience and commitment—the experience of God and committed action for the people. Theology itself is only a second step. Liberation theology can be talked about in the classroom; it cannot be done or learned in a classroom.

While there is no great danger of a seminarian or young sister caring too much for the poor, or being too much taken up by the desire to create a better, more just world—for the temptation of selfishness and love of ease is much, much greater—there is one danger in being influenced by society that is doing havoc in the lives of some priests, religious and seminarians. I refer to the danger of following the political trends of one's place, even when these trends are contrary to the Gospel. Thus, I may imbibe from my surroundings—including the political groupings of my home state or region—a deep caste-awareness or an intense tribal identity or the ideology of a political party, and make of it my main identity and point of reference, to the neglect of what Jesus lived and taught. Thus, for instance, I may find my main identity, not in my Christian faith or the priesthood or religious life or my basic reality as a child of God (which I share with all human beings), but in my caste or tribe or language group or political party. Then, I will fight for "my group," "my people," "our cause," even if it means hating or neglecting or fighting against "others." I may even be ready to use any methods to gain the group's stated goals, especially of capturing power.

This is a major issue the churches in India are facing; the intensity of such polarization varies from place to place.

8. Celibacy as a Special Call that frees Us to Love God and Neighbour

THE RHETORIC: The claim is that celibacy makes a person more single‑minded in God's service. It is also supposed to make us more available to people. Celibates may even develop a mentality by which we are somehow superior to married people, and expect special treatment. Some people think we are closer to God, or that our prayers are more efficacious.

THE REALITY: A person may remain unmarried for many reasons. Mere bachelorhood is not celibacy. What Jesus proposed (and lived) is "celibacy for the kingdom," that is, the commitment of one's whole being to doing God's will, with a totality of interest. Putting God in the first place is also the vocation of married people. While there are very committed celibates who are a reflection of God's goodness, we cannot say that most celibates are very available or do more work and service than married people. In fact, we may find that a number of priests do far too little work. I remember telling seminarians that, in my opinion, a number of them would work harder and be more responsible and self-sacrificing if they were married and had to support a family. Many of them would agree. It is no secret that there are a number of "unwilling celibates," that is, persons who wanted to be priests, but were not keen on celibacy, and "tolerate" it because it is a requirement for the priesthood, or women who stay in for want of real options outside. So, too, in today's setting, we are not providing adequate training for celibacy. Exhortations are not enough, nor the easy assumption that all those who join the seminary want to be celibate. Thus, for instance, a comfort-loving or money-minded or power-hungry priest or religious may be a bachelor or spinster. He or she is not a celibate; for celibacy means that you are gripped by Jesus' life and message, and eager to live the Gospel.  Psycho-sexual maturity—becoming a mature, loving, reasonably contented man or woman who is happy to serve is something we need to grow into. We need help for that. This is a big area of problems; many people need help, and are often not sure how or where to get it.

There is also the real danger that an institution—religious order or diocese—may be looking only for "hands for work" and not for God-centred or correctly motivated candidates. If so, we cannot expect these same persons to be gripped by Gospel values, or live enthusiastic celibate (not merely unmarried) lives. As one happy and very committed sister told me, "In every convent there are some celibates and some spinsters. The celibates are happy; the spinsters are not."
9. Our Image of the Church

THE RHETORIC: Vatican II was over forty years ago, but its teaching and spirit have not yet percolated to the body of the church. The theory we teach is that the church is a communion, that the hierarchy and the priesthood are in the service of the whole body, that all of us have the same call, namely, holiness, that clericalism is an evil, that women should be respected and listened to, etc. There are papal documents on the apostolate of the laity, on social justice, and a host of other contemporary topics, and there are others like the recent CBCI document on women.

THE REALITY: Church documents are, as a rule, not well known to the laity (probably because they are not being read by the clergy). Many bishops, priests, religious and seminarians still have a feudal mentality, where privilege and distance mark their style more than pastoral availability. Accountability in financial and other matters is not the norm in most parishes. A seminarian knows that, whatever he may learn in the seminary, he can get away with a lot once he is ordained. He can take the people for granted without getting into serious trouble. He does not face much questioning by the people, unless he gives scandal in a sensational way. He knows, too, that a number of older priests live mentally in a pre-Vatican II church, and often he too falls in line.

There is, generally, more accountability in religious congre​gations. But here, too, the church of communion is far from being a reality. The feudal mentality so prevalent in India seeps into religious life as well.

In the "pyramid" type of church (the Pope on top, the bishops below him, the priests below the bishops, the sisters next on the pyramid, and the lay people at the bottom of the pyramid) the term "vocation" was used to mean that some people in the church (not everyone) had something special, called a vocation, which put them on a higher rung. Holiness was seen as the call of a select few. Priesthood and religious life were thought of as superior to the lay state, and celibacy as higher than marriage. Socially, too, priests and religious were treated as persons belonging to a higher group.

    Vatican II presented us with another model of the church: the church as the people of God, where everyone has the same vocation—the call to holiness or the call to imitate Jesus. We live out this call in different settings—in this sense, we can speak of different "vocations," but the basic vocation to holiness is universal. It is not reserved to a few.
This vision certainly put a particular way of seeing religious life and the priesthood (as well as celibacy) in crisis. If all are called to holiness, if marriage is a holy vocation, just like celibacy, if there are no different tiers or rungs in God's church, why join religious life? Why be celibate? These issues are being more openly discussed today, and need to. To pursue holiness, or to do ministry in the church, one need not join a particular special group—like clergy or religious—nor forsake marriage or lay commitments. All of us belong to the same church. All of us have rights and duties in the church. We are not one below the other, or one above. For the service-minded ministers of God, this ecclesiology is a freeing truth. For someone seeking the priesthood or religious life as "social climbing," the pyramid model of the church is far more appealing.

10. Professors as Formators

THE RHETORIC: Most major seminaries and religious formation houses (of at least clerical orders) today claim to have better qualified professors than years ago. In the vast majority of cases, this means that the staff has post-graduate degrees in an ecclesiastical subject from a foreign (usually pontifical) university or some similar centre. Unlike the less sophisticated type of theology and philosophy taught years ago by priests without advanced degrees, today's formation syllabus includes a variety of courses, taught, as a rule, by persons who have academic credentials to teach that subject (except in the case of smaller orders of women). To have studied abroad is often equated with being qualified to be on the staff of a formation house.

THE REALITY: To have studied a subject in, say, a Roman university or some other "higher institute," is not the same as having the preparation to be a formator. Again, to have a degree is not the same as being a good teacher or a good community member. Most of us do not use the matter of our doctoral theses in our teaching. For our classes we need to read up and prepare ourselves each time. Many of the questions that face us in India are not treated in courses done abroad. Even if they were, theoretical knowledge of a subject is not the same as the aptitude or the training to train people for priestly ministry and life. As a student of theology once told me, "Many of you are good teachers. But what I need most is not a clever teacher of philosophy or theology. I need priests I can look up to, priests from whom I can learn how to be a good priest." This brings us to the need of selecting suitable persons to be formators.  Cleverness is not enough, nor is it even the main requirement. A degree in a subject can be one of the requirements for a formator, but it cannot be the sole or even the main criterion. In fact, an aptitude for—and some training in—counselling and spiritual direction is more important in a formator than a degree in a theoretical subject, such as theology or philosophy. Formation, like parenting, is a full-time activity based on a loving commitment and a shared life. I can be a part-time teacher or a visiting professor. I cannot be a part-time formator or a visiting novice mistress.

11. Spirituality and Social Commitment

THE RHETORIC: Nobody directly denies the need and the importance of prayer, or the social dimension of a priest's or sister's life. Often, however, we hear of references to social involvement as a danger to one's spiritual life. Some even say that the role of the priest/religious is to be a "spiritual" leader, and not be involved in secular affairs. Others wonder how to combine their roles of teacher, pastor and prophet in today's world. Some fear that a serious interest in socio-political issues will dampen and damage a candidate's spiritual life.

THE REALITY: The opposite of spirituality is not social involvement, but egoism. A priest or the member of an apostolic religious community must be a person of prayer (personal and communitarian) who can lead the community in prayer meaningfully and with conviction. At the same time, he/she has also to be involved in the pains, anxieties and the struggles of our people. S/he cannot be a detached observer who just prays for them. A number of seminarians and young religious admit that they attend the daily community practices of piety mostly because they have to. Many have not yet found meaningful ways of praying. Some admit openly that the easy life in the seminary or religious house provides no great incentive for developing a strong prayer life, while the hardships of life make their parents pray far more intensely. As for social involvement (e.g., among the poor), the danger is not that we priests and seminarians and religious will spend too much time and energy for and among the poor, but that love of ease (e.g., hours spent in front of the TV) and the pull of power and money will sap our spiritual strength and bleed our souls white. We also need to practice (and teach) a realistic and integral Christian spirituality, which contains not only prayer, but. also personal integrity, genuine love and a clear stand for justice. It cannot be reduced to practices of piety.

12. The Generation (and Authority) Gap

THE RHETORIC: Older and younger people, some think, differ so much in ideas and mentality that it is difficult to understand those of another age group. The old may blame the young for being worldly and irresponsible. The young think the old do not understand today's world and are too narrow-minded. These divisions are unavoidable among priests, as in any other group. So, too, many seminarians feel they cannot relate to older priests in the diocese, and a number of older priests wonder what kind of formation today's seminarian is receiving.

THE REALITY: The real gap is not in years, but in our openness or the lack of it. There are older people who are very alert and close to the young, whom younger people love going to; there are others who are set in their ways and hard to relate to. But this is true of younger people as well. A seminarian may feel closer to, or better understood by, an older priest than a younger one. Openness and loving concern are not dictated by age.  
As for authority figures being distant and aloof, this is not inevitable at all. If you take bishops, for instance, there are some who are very informal, simple and easy to relate to, and others who are solemn, inaccessible and distant. If I may generalize a little (and say something undiplomatic), we see that bishops in certain parts of India are in general more informal and closer to their people and to their seminarians (whom they tend to know personally) than bishops in other states. Religious congregations differ a lot in the way superiors and others relate to each other, and how the younger and older members mingle. We priests too can do more to treat the seminarians with love, like our younger brothers and junior colleagues in the ministry. They learn more from how we treat them, than from what we tell them. To give one concrete example, when deacons (who have spent seven or eight years in the seminary) thank the staff before leaving, what they remember are the apparently small acts of kindness they have experienced rather than all our lectures and conferences. The differences between generations can be a source of mutual enrichment; they need not form a gap. In fact, in the ideal formation house, there will be formators of different age groups. If all or most belong to the same age group, that would be an impoverishment.

13. The Family and Other Influences

THE RHETORIC: We may think that through our long and carefully planned formation programme we can produce a group of committed priests, or that priests as a group are better or "higher" than lay people. We may speak as if listening to more religious talks and spending more time in religious activities (daily liturgy, recollection days, retreats, etc), we as a group must be more religious and exemplary. Is this the case?

THE REALITY: After all these years in formation work, I am convinced (like many others) that the main formation house is our family. Most of our formation is over by the time we join the seminary or the novitiate. I am more influenced even today by the memory of my father and mother (who died forty-eight and thirty-nine years ago) than by any priest or religious superior I have known. The testimony of the more convinced and generous seminarians, religious and priests I have known convinces me of the same. Their goodness and commitment was more the fruit of their family training than of seminary formation. I also meet a number of religious and priests who tell me they were better when they were at home than after joining religious life or the seminary.

Another factor I have noticed is this: The more convinced seminarians and religious had, as a rule, known some good priests or religious who inspired them, and whom they wanted to imitate. This, too, tells me that, all in all, what candidates experienced (for better or worse) before joining the major seminary or convent is more significant than what comes later. What is your experience?

I am not saying that formation plans or the long years of highly structured training that we provide for our religious and future priests is a waste of time. But just because someone spends a long time in a setting does not mean he/she is deeply influenced by it. More than the length of time, what seems to have a strong impact on a person are these four factors: Deep experiences, deep relationships, deep reflection and challenging exposure. These four have a much stronger impact than lectures, or sermons or a routine repetition of acts (work, community prayer, classes, etc). If we listen to the candidate with real interest and help them understand and sort out their deep experiences (whether pleasant or painful), explore their most significant relationships, help them reflect on their life (rather than just dish out advice and exhortations), and expose them in a responsible and graded way to challenging situations, then we can help them grow up. Nobody can make another person grow up; but we can help each other in our growth. The best help for this is inspiring example; the next is loving interaction.

14. Values of the Kingdom and Service of God
THE RHETORIC: Church rhetoric (e.g., on someone's ordination or profession day or silver jubilee) talks of priests and religious as people committed to God and God's Kingdom. We speak of the years so-and-so spent in God's service and in the service of the people. We say things like, "Today we celebrate the fifty years so-and-so has spent serving God and His people," or " Fr. Peter (or Sister Mary) gave himself/herself to the service of God's Kingdom twenty-five years ago."

THE REALITY: Here again, it is unrealistic to generalize, for two reasons: (1) Everyone who lives well is serving God and promoting His Kingdom—a good priest or religious, a good married man or woman, a dedicated politician or journalist or teacher. The service of God or the promotion of His Kingdom is not restricted to any one profession in the church. (2) Secondly, what promotes God's Kingdom or what qualifies as service of God is not the fact of being a priest or the member of a religious order but how one lives. I serve God—I promote Christ's Kingdom—when I live a life of truth, love and justice (as the preface of the Mass of Christ the King says). The sad reality is often less glamorous or can even be tragically different. Priests and religious often pursue ungodly agendas—power, money, positions—and at times lead the divisions in the church. Caste consciousness or linguistic and regional bigotry is by no means absent among clergy and religious. We come across instances where students speak of finding stronger caste prejudice or linguistic bigotry among the priests and religious teaching them than among the students themselves. And behind linguistic or caste-based or tribal rivalries and power games lies a hidden or open lust for power and money.

15. "God is blessing India with many vocations, unlike some other countries."

THE RHETORIC: One hears this expression many times, although less frequently today than some years ago. Some superiors of international congregations say such things in public. Some vocation promoters use this expression. One hears of religious congregations shrinking or even dying in Western Europe and North America, while some dioceses in India face the problem of having too many seminarians and priests. Seeing this sharp contrast in situations, a number of religious orders, especially smaller ones, build new formation houses in India where they take in boys or girls.

THE REALITY: A European formator who has worked several years in India, especially in formation ministry, told me one day: "I am not convinced that there are more vocations in India than, say, in Italy. It is much easier to get recruits here in India. But that is a different matter. For instance, when we visit villages and talk about our congregation, a number of boys and young men ask for our address. Some of them come and visit us, and say: 'I want to join.' Having lived and worked with candidates here for some years, I feel that what a number of them see is our external life. I do not know how many of them are seeking—or following—an inner journey. That is why I say I do not think there are more vocations here than in Europe."

It is no secret that religious congregations are shrinking drastically and even disappearing in the West. The average age of nuns, for instance, is seventy-two years in most Western countries—which means that most congregations have not had young recruits for many years, or have had very, very few. If such a congregation sells even a small convent in Europe or North America, that money is more than enough for building a large and comfortable residence in India. It is a counter-witness—and self-defeating—to put up a large and swanky building in the midst of the poor (as in an Indian village or many parts of our cities), surrounded by a high wall that cuts off the inmates from the local population. Into this posh building step in girls or boys who come, by and large, from very simple settings—poorer families from the rural areas of certain states. How will they learn commitment and mission? If the change is largely from poverty and deprivation to an artificial setting of security and comfort, what choices is a young person really making? Is such recruiting done to serve the people—and to continue the mission of the order—or to prevent the order from dying out? At times, these young people are taken for formation to Europe, where most of them do not really fit in. In other cases, they are sent to Europe to help out in the order's houses, where they are the only young members. Is this the mission for which we should recruit new members?


Choosing a vocation means several things that are often 'not present in the currently high numbers of candidates in countries like India: (1) That the young person is in a position to really make a choice—with realistic options in both directions; (2) that s/he has some God-experience or religious convictions which is the main driving force behind the decision; (3) that the community (seminary, religious congregation or the formation setting) is really interested in helping the candidate to choose before God and one's conscience what seems to be the better (more genuine) option. There are seminaries and religious congregations where such helps are given, without undue pressure to stay in or go ahead, where discernment is serious and sincere, where competent and caring formators help the formees to discern and follow God's will. But in many settings, there is, sadly, a rush to get candidates somehow, keep them in, cut them off from real choices (e.g., by depriving them of college study or sufficient contact with their families and with other young people their age) and provide a comfortable (rather than a mission-oriented) formation setting. In these settings, there may be more recruits; but how many are genuine vocations, that is, persons called to this way of life, and choosing it for the right reasons, and helped by suitable formation personnel, is a different story.

PART II: PROPOSALS

Based on these observations, I should like to make a few suggestions on priestly and religious formation. They do not claim to be exhaustive, nor systematic. They are just a few hints on some areas which need greater attention today in our setting in India. I have not explained any of them in detail. That would require a much longer presentation. In the month-long seminars on the formation of formators which we run at Don Bosco Renewal Centre, Bangalore, we explore many other aspects and look at many more suggestions for a more effective formation ministry.

1. Get to know the candidate's family: If the family is our main source of values, it is important that formators have some contact with the candidate's family. How a seminarian or religious relates to his/her family members tells us more about them than their behaviour in the community. He/she and the rest of us have much to learn from the family that brought him/her up. Some formators do this regularly and with real interest. They visit the families of all their candidates. So, too, a parish priest often knows the candidate and his/her family very well. They are often surprised at the way "vocation promoters" zip in from far away and recruit young people without knowing anything about their background or previous history.

2. Involve laypeople in formation: Priests and religious are trained for ministry in the church, which is made up of different types of members. We need lay people (and women religious) on the staff of seminaries and religious formation houses. Their participation will make formation more realistic (and in some ways more demanding). It can also show the future priest that lay people are not only a group to be taught but also persons to learn from. Seminaries and religious houses that have tried this seem to have benefited from the experience.

3 Involve the family in formation: The family has a right and duty to be involved in the formation of their son or daughter, without, of course, undue interference. Whether it be in the form of a financial contribution, or visits to the seminary, or being informed of how s/he is doing, it is an essential part of one's growth that one's family is made an integral part of this process. This makes all the more sense if we agree with the premise that each of us is much more a product of our family than of the religious congregation we belong to.

4. Involve the candidate, in a planned and graded way, in mission and ministry: One does not become a full-fledged apostle all of a sudden. Ministry is something one grows into, gradually and steadily. There must be graded forms of ministry all through a candidate's formation period. Theory alone, however good, does not prepare us for the apostolate.  I have seen young religious and seminarians become enthusiastic about their vocation and get really involved when they became active participants in ministry. This is all the more so when they work under priests or older religious who are really dedicated. Such guided ministry is, in many cases, a much better preparation for their future ministry than a lot of theory and exhortations.

5. Involve the candidates in ministry among the poor: If the church is meant to be good news to the poor—and in our country they form the majority—it is essential that all through our training we should be actively involved with the poor. It is not enough to have seminars on social analysis or prayers for the poor; the young person must be involved in initiatives that bring him/her into direct contact with poor people. Apart from its apostolic value, such contact will make us also see our own tiny problems and inconveniences in perspective. We have much to learn from the poor, as Mother Teresa would often say. So, too, a good test of right motivation for the priesthood and religious life is whether a candidate has an effective love for the poor. A seminarian or young religious who avoids poor people, or speaks disparagingly about them, or treats them harshly and without respect, shows very little aptitude for ministry. When ordained or finally professed or in power, such persons are likely to seek out the company of the rich, accept favours from them, live a life of luxury, and be harsh with the poor.

6. Train them in youth ministry: One form of ministry for which the future priest and religious of today must be prepared is youth work. In our country, the majority of the population are young. Two-thirds of our people are below the age of thirty. About half are below the age of twenty-five. By the time a seminarian is ordained—or a religious makes his/her final vows—they are older than fifty percent of the Indian population. To minister to this young population, we need adequate training. Otherwise, we may be afraid of dealing with youth, or see youth as a problem or neglect them altogether. I have seen from direct experience the tremendous impact of training seminarians and young religious in youth ministry. Many do excellent work with the young. Some have become directors of youth ministry in their dioceses. And, beyond the particular activities they organize for the young, with their training in youth work (which includes lots of contact with the children and adolescents during their formation years), they are comfortable with the young, not afraid of them. They welcome the young, rather than keep them at a distance.

7. Select the right people for formation work: A formator must be someone the student can look up to, who relates well to the rest of the staff and with the students, who is interested in ministry and has some experience of it, whose life-style is inspiring, whose judgement is sound, and who is intelligent enough to grasp and teach the subjects that need to be taught. The main quality needed in a formator is neither intellectual brilliance nor academic degrees. The main ingredient is that he or she should be a person the candidate can look up to. One's character, convictions and life-style matter much more than degrees and mere cleverness. To be an inspiring person and to be a good team-member (who promotes unity, not divisions) are more important qualities than advanced degrees or high intelligence.

8. Provide training and updating for formation personnel: Any professional who wants to be effective, must keep learning. A middle-aged medical practitioner once told me that most of the medicines available today were not even known when he was a medical student. Regular and periodic updating courses for the staff are a must in the seminary. The "brushing up" can be in the subjects one teaches or one's growth as a person. Thus, for instance, formators would do well to take part in training seminars (even short programmes) on such subjects as counselling, spiritual direction, prayer, social analysis, multiculturalism, etc.

9. Provide a happy and loving community setting: We train people not through exhortations, but by living with them and showing them through our life how a particular life is lived. The participation of the staff in all the activities of the seminarians and young religious (prayer, manual work, recreation, outings, apostolate ... ) is an essential part of the training. The young observe us carefully and learn from all we do. Only in a happy and united community will the young person feel convinced of what he/ she is being taught and be gripped by the mission. Otherwise, they will pooh-pooh the nice theories being taught, and become cynical.

10. Provide a realistic formation for celibacy: Studies on the celibate experience of priests and religious shows that the training for celibacy is not adequate. It is not enough to tell young people the gospel reasons for celibacy or imply that faults against it are serious. We need to do more to prepare them for life-long celibacy. There is plenty to be done in this area. In the gatherings of Indian Catholic psychologists, this need was expressed strongly. We need to prepare a programme/syllabus for training seminarians and religious in celibacy. Problems in this area need to be faced more directly; more effective helps are needed. So, too, formators need some training in how to help candidates with sexual problems, such as, masturbation, sexual abuse, handling sexual feelings and learning to relate in mature ways to men and women. Male and female candidates face different problems in the area of sexuality, and at different ages. Among candidates to convents, the proportion of girls who have been victims of sexual abuse (before joining) is higher than what most of us may think. Sexuality is a wonderful God-given power that we have to learn to integrate, not deny or denigrate. Becoming and being a celibate is very different from just remaining unmarried. Its most manifest expression is a life of simplicity, love and joy.

11. Provide normal contacts with men, women and children: An artificial or over-protective environment produces strange characters or people who are obsessed with what they miss. If during normal contacts with families a candidate or novice finds that s/he is not happy with celibacy and prefers to marry, it is better that they find this out before their final vows or ordination. So, too, normal contacts with their families and with other lay people will, in most cases, help the trainee to become more realistic, less fussy and more aware of the much tougher situations that many lay persons face.

12. Help those who leave: A theology student who left the seminary made this suggestion to me, "If you can help those who are thinking of leaving to find a job or do some studies, many more seminarians will open their hearts to you about their problems." The present policy of several seminaries of admitting only graduates is good for a variety of reasons. Apart from the greater maturity and preparation at the time of arrival, the degree also gives a young man greater freedom to leave if he is not keen on the priesthood. I still remember a conversation I had with a theology student: "How can I leave now?" he asked. "I cannot go back to my village. My house is already called 'Brother's House.' I have no qualification to get a job. So, what will I do if I leave?" He left later, as a priest. Wouldn't it have been much better if such a candidate had more options before his ordination? This question is all the more poignant in India when it comes to sisters. How do we help those who are not meant for religious life to leave and settle down? As I said earlier, if we show no interest in their future once they leave us, how can we say that we really loved them, and were interested in their welfare?

13. Dissociate the financial operations of the church from the priesthood: This and the following two suggestions regard church organization; they are not directly under the control of formation houses. A great source of abuses in the priesthood (and, to a more limited degree, among religious) is the availability of easy money that need not be earned or accounted for. I believe that, if the finances of a parish are administered by a finance committee (and not by the priest), with the result that a priest in a richer or larger parish will have no more money at his disposal than one in a poor parish, and if we de-link money and mass intentions, we will attract more genuine candidates to the priesthood. This is already done in a number of countries. Right now in India, the pull of money is strong for a number of candidates (and priests). And with it come many abuses.

14. Provide salaried posts for lay ministers in the church setting: This is the case in many other countries. For many ministries in the church, we do not need priestly ordination, or a religious community, or even celibacy. Why concentrate all apostolate in the hands of priests (and sisters)? Teaching in a school, working in a hospital, managing an institution, doing youth ministry, or construction work or Sunday catechism can very well be coordinated by lay men and women. We need to provide structures by which a just salary is paid for qualified persons, just as it is done in schools or colleges. This will free the priest to do priestly work, and involve many gifted lay people in the running of the church. Vocation promotion should be really that—helping a young person to choose before God what his or her heart truly seeks, and to grow on that inner journey. It should not be a cover-up for "cheap labour," that is, finding unsalaried persons for maintaining institutions. So, too, when the priest or religious leading an institution—parish, school, hospital or welfare work—is truly dedicated and detached from money and power, many lay people will volunteer to offer free service or money or things needed. We have all probably witnessed this type of cooperation.

15. Use church funds to train different types of ministers: Right now, a great deal of money is spent for training future priests. A seminary provides the young man who joins with excellent quarters, free food and tuition, highly qualified faculty, a good library, competent visiting staff, many helps for personal growth, such as prayer, retreats, counselling and spiritual direction. Many in the church think that, for the amount of time, money and resources invested in seminary formation, the results are not proportionate. (The recent survey among formators, conducted by the department of sociology, Jnana Deepa, Pune, seems to have come up with disturbing results that should make us sit up and think. This study has still to be published.) Compared to the resources invested in a priest's training, sisters and brothers get very little help; and lay leaders are given even less. If the church belongs to all and needs many forms of ministry, then this awareness needs to be shown in the allotment of funds as well. One way to start would be to use the large premises, libraries and qualified personnel of our seminaries to train a wide range of ministers. Some seminaries have started doing this, e.g., by offering theology classes for the laity. The response has been very positive.

     These reflections are, as I said at the beginning, based on my experience of formation work. They are not meant by any means to be rigid or unchangeable guidelines for others, but only an invitation to pause and look at this central activity in which we invest abundant human and financial resources. That it has a significant impact on the lives of at least some of our seminarians and religious, and, through them, on a wider circle of people, cannot be denied. The question here is: What can we do to increase its impact and to provide a more committed body of priests and religious to serve the church and the world?
