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 Homily

As you are no doubt aware from the poster on display in the Cathedral and in every Church in Ireland, the year from April 2008 to May 2009 is a ‘Year of Vocation’ in Ireland.  It is a year during which every baptised and confirmed member of the Church is invited to reflect on how we can best exercise our Christian vocation to work for the spread of Gods’ Kingdom – as a lay Catholic (single or married), religious or priest.  These various vocations have been highlighted throughout the year.

This evening I want to put special emphasis on vocation to the priesthood.  I do this because priests have come from all over the diocese to concelebrate the annual Chrism Mass at which the oils are blessed which they will use in administering the sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation and Anointing of the Sick during the coming year.  Moreover, during the Mass they will renew their dedication to Christ and their commitment to continue to serve his people faithfully.  I am also highlighting Priesthood because Pope Benedict has decreed that ‘A Year for Priests’ will be held in dioceses throughout the world from June 19 2009 to June 19 2010. Finally, I am singling out vocation to the priesthood because of the very serious situation this diocese will face before too long if vocations to the priesthood continue to decline.

I do not have to remind anyone here this evening that the Church in Ireland is now experiencing a bleak time in regard to vocations to the Priesthood. In 1975 ten young men of 18 began their studies for the Priesthood for the diocese of Kerry. At present we have no student for the priesthood in this diocese. I do not know when this happened before in this diocese. Perhaps during Penal times and perhaps not even then!

The problem is not peculiar to Ireland. It is replicated in the affluent secularised countries of Western Europe and North America. The problem does not exist in Africa and Asia and the situation in South America has improved considerably.

But we must not lose heart. We must not lose faith in God who addresses to us the words addressed to the people of Israel at a difficult time in their history: “I know the plans I have for you, plans for your welfare…to give you a future full of hope…when you call upon me I will hear you …I will let you find me and I will restore your fortunes”. 

These inspired words from the prophet Jeremiah were addressed to the people of Israel at a very bleak time in their history in the midst of the Babylonian Captivity. Jeremiah reminded the Israelites to call upon the Lord and seek God with all their heart. In answer to their faith and prayers God responded: “I will let you find me and I will restore your fortunes”.

Undoubtedly, the decrease in the number of priests and the decline in vocations to the priesthood have been offset to some extent by the greater involvement of the laity in the work of the Church and by the ever growing number of lay people studying theology.  This development is very welcome and the Church has already benefited from it and will continue to benefit from it.  However, the Church needs priests and will always need priests.  The priesthood is indispensable to the mission and work of the Church, as is lay involvement 

When you think about it, where would we be without priests?  If we had no priests, who would say the words of Christ through which the Lord’s sacrifice becomes present and we are able to receive Communion?  Who would pronounce the works of absolution in the sacrament of reconciliation?  Who would anoint the sick?  Who would preach?  Who would foster the vocation of the lay person?   

Having said that, I want to stress also the vocation of every baptised/confirmed person to be a witness of Jesus Christ and his Gospel.   The participation of the laity in the mission of the Church is also essential for the future of our Church. Participation of the laity and collaboration between priests, religious and laity is an integral part of the Church’s teaching and the reason for it is spelt out very clearly by Pope John Paul in his Apostolic Letter ‘At the Beginning of the Third Millennium’, and I quote: “The Church of the third Millennium will need to encourage all the baptised and confirmed to be aware of their active responsibility in the Church’s life.  Together with the ordained ministry, other ministries …can flourish for the good of the whole community, sustaining it in all its many needs, from catechesis to liturgy, from the education of the young to the widest array of charitable works”.

In this diocese we have two Directors for Vocations: Fr. Michael Moynihan and Fr. Liam Lovell. Among other initiatives they have organised an ‘open day’ for those who think they may have a calling from god to serve his people in the Priesthood. There is also an ‘open day’ in St. Patrick’s College Maynooth on 3rd May. Details of both days will be posted in churches.

However, the Second Vatican Council has indicated, and the late Pope John Paul 11 reminded us, that the work of fostering vocations to the priesthood and religious life is the responsibility not just of the Bishop or the Diocesan Vocations Director, but of every person in every parish.  In his Apostolic Exhortation “I will give you Shepherds”, Pope John Paul II spelled this out very clearly: “The pastoral work of promoting vocations has as its active agents the ecclesial community as such … from the universal Church to the particular Church and, from the particular Church to each of its parishes and to every part of the people of God”. Every part of the People of God refers to us, you and me.

St. Joseph’s Young Priests Society is doing great work in promoting and supporting vocations to the priesthood in the parishes where a branch of the Society exists.  In those parishes where it doesn’t exist I would like to see a Vocations Committee established which would actively promote encourage and promote vocations to the Priesthood and prayer for vocations.

But what about us?  What can I do, what can you do to foster vocations?

The first answer is a simple one, but it is the most important.  Let us live our own vocation fully.  We should become aware that if I am a priest or a religious, a married person or single, we have a call from God to believe in Jesus Christ and to follow him in our daily life, whatever our walk in life may be. If we live out our own vocation in a spirit of sacrifice and, above all, in a spirit of Christian joy, that will, I am sure, have a positive effect.

Secondly, we must pray that more young men and women may answer Christ’s call to the Priesthood and Religious Life.  We should make prayer for vocations part of our daily prayers and, especially, part of the Prayer of the Faithful every Sunday.  I have been encouraged by how many people tell me that they pray every day for vocations to the priesthood and religious life.

Thirdly, if we know someone we believe might have a call to the priesthood, we should not hesitate to suggest to them respectfully that perhaps they should think about it. In the past, there was a greater sense of this.  Many priests will tell you that it was a priest or a teacher who suggested to them that they should perhaps consider the priesthood.  Interestingly, they did not say this to everyone.  Those priests and teachers were experienced and they recognised the young people who seemed to have the necessary aptitude.  Today because there are far fewer religious and priests involved in education we depend more and more on lay people. 

One wonders about parents.  In the past, I think it was not so much that parents mentioned priesthood or religious life to a son or daughter but that children knew that their parents regarded the priesthood as a fulfilling and a worthwhile way of life.  They sensed that, if they decided to become priests, there would not be disapproval from their parents, but rather approval and encouragement.  The Pope has called this a “culture of vocations”.  This culture makes young people look positively on the priesthood.

The cultural climate at present is not conducive to fostering vocations to the priesthood or religious life.  But cultural climates can change and do change.  When Jesus entered Jerusalem on Palm Sunday who could have foreseen how much the climate would have changed by Good Friday.  And on Good Friday who could have foretold the joy the disciples would experience on Easter Sunday.  God’s ways are not our ways.

In the coming days thousands of congregations all over the world will come together, as Christians have done for 2,000 years, to celebrate the triumph of Jesus Christ over death.  Yes, God can bring life from death, light from darkness, joy from sorrow, success from apparent failure.  This is the source of all our hope.  We believe that our God is a God who will let us find Him, a God who will restore our fortunes.  

