THE VOCATIONS CRISIS AS A SOCIAL PHENOMENON

This is a personal and very impressionistic comparison of factors which may affect vocations – and the number of vocations – in contemporary society (mainly ‘western’), and a generalised ‘pre-modern’ period (mainly Europe from say the thirteenth to the nineteenth centuries).

Of course, there are many variations historically in different societies. And the comparison doesn’t hold good - yet - for many developing countries, though they too are being affected by the forces of modernity

It is an account from the ‘outside’ – not from within, as a vocation might be experienced, but as a sociologist may see the picture.

This schematic presentation is offered as a way to help us see more clearly what the modern priesthood must be built on – in response to the ‘signs of the times’.

The pressures of modern times reveal the essence of what priesthood must entail. With so many other motivations falling away, its chief feature – and its rewards - must surely be found in ‘sacraments’ and ‘service’, in and through the Church.

	
	Pre-modern societies 
	Modern and post-modern societies

	
	
	

	Vocation
	God calls individuals, but their responses are socially mediated 
	God calls individuals, but their responses are socially mediated 

	Ordained priests
	A single dominant model in the Roman rite
	An exploration of alternative models 

	
	
	

	The church as a social institution
	A major and very visible institution (an ‘estate’, a ‘power’), alongside or integrated with a limited number of other institutions (the state, and a stratified social system).
	The church is one social institution among many – and by no means the most important - shaping values and offering various ways of being in the world (secular educational systems, moral relativism, political movements and ideologies, print and electronic media, marketing and consumer culture, entertainment and sport, ‘alternative’ lifestyles).

	Socialisation/social expectations towards vocations
	Strong pressures (social, familial) to experience a ‘vocation’ – especially reinforced through religious schooling
	Almost all social pressures point young people in the opposite direction.

	Social value system
	(Largely) coherent, stable, self-reinforcing and closed.
	Pluralistic, fragmented, secular, fluid and open.

	
	
	

	Ministry/service
	Mainly through the institutional church.
	Many alternative opportunities, professional and voluntary.

	Role in spiritual formation and leadership
	Priest is looked (up) to for leadership in the community (not least because he may be the best educated person), and is seen as the custodian of faith and values.
	Many alternative ‘authorities’, and sources of information (both popular and ‘serious’).

	
	
	

	Status of priests and religious
	High social status in community at large.
	Priest is respected in church, but is socially marginalized. Many more obvious opportunities and routes to high achievement and social status.

	Social mobility
	Church career offers one of the very few opportunities available for upward social mobility in a stratified society.
	Social mobility much more fluid – with many opportunities to rise in the world via business, sport and entertainment industries, and professions.

	Educational opportunities
	Religious schools, seminaries and universities are the main educational institutions. Training for  priesthood offers a major educational opportunity (especially for poor but bright and ambitious boys).  
	Many mainly secular educational opportunities for schooling and higher education (supported by ‘free’ public education, loans, bursaries and scholarships).

	Career
	Church offers a career open to the talents where opportunities are otherwise very limited  (traditionally the army, navy, law and medicine).
	Multitudinous career opportunities – especially for smart, educated people.

	Power
	For those so inclined, the parish priest can exercise considerable (social) power over the laity; and there are great opportunities within the hierarchy.
	The power of the parish priest has eroded dramatically; and even the powers of the hierarchy within the church are challenged. The opportunities to exercise power are much greater and more direct in the corporate world and in politics.

	
	
	

	Security - material
	In general, adequate and guaranteed for most priests and religious (not counting the exceptional material rewards often attached to high office), especially compared to poor and indigent laity. Also, prior to the industrial and technological revolutions, material possessions were generally limited and wants fewer.
	Material benefits and comforts of the presbytery compare fairly poorly with those of parishioners (at least in the developed countries) – so that is hardly a temptation. Potential rewards (and material comforts) are much greater in the secular world.

	Security – psychological
	Potentially it’s a great source of psychological security, to be working within the Church in an age of faith.
	With the Church challenged doctrinally and institutionally in many different ways, priests and religious often face testing tensions and doubts, anxiety and insecurity.  

	Sexuality
	Chastity and celibacy have a high ‘official’ value as moral, spiritual and social virtues. Further reinforced by the deep Manichaean tradition hostile to the ‘flesh’. Celibacy also offers itself as a refuge for people troubled by aspects of their own sexuality.
	Central to (and symptomatic of) the crisis of values in contemporary life - for good and for ill. Chastity is profoundly undermined and devalued by many material and social forces. Celibacy is challenged and difficult (impossible?) to justify as a binding necessity for the priesthood. 

	
	
	

	Authority and authoritarianism
	Obedience and deference valued and practiced in the church and in society more generally. Priest is subject to the hierarchy, but exercises (enjoys) authority over the laity and is deferred to. 
	All claims to authority are subject to critical appraisal and questioning – at the most serious level, by an increasingly educated laity, many of whom are required to exercise their powers of critical judgment in the course of their work. 

	Autonomy, choice and personal responsibility
	Not highly valued in traditional societies with strong pressure to conformity, and limited practical opportunities for lifestyle choices.
	Central value – multitudinous choices available (ranging from consumer goods to careers and lifestyles): connotations both negative (egotistic irresponsibility and pursuit of gratifications) and positive (mature, responsible adulthood and moral agency). 

	
	
	

	Lifetime commitment
	
	Increased longevity places strain on all lifetime commitments (e.g. marriage, or a single career path).
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