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THE GIFT OF THE PRIESTLY VOCATION

• Promulgated on December 8th 2016 by the Congregation for Clergy

• Last Ratio published in 1985

• Pastores DaboVobis 1992

• Outlined the four dimensions or pillars of seminary formation

• Spiritual

• Intellectual

• Human

• Pastoral



GIFT OF THE PRIESTLY VOCATION CONT

• The gift of the priestly vocation, placed by God in the hearts of some men, obliges the 
Church to propose to them a serious journey of formation. As Pope Francis recalled on 
the occasion of his address to the Plenary of the Congregation for the Clergy (3 
October 2014): “It means guarding and fostering vocations, that they may bear mature 
fruit. They are ‘uncut diamonds’, to be formed both patiently and carefully, respecting the 
conscience of the individual, so that they may shine among the People of God”

• -RF 1



GIFT OF THE PRIESTLY VOCATION CONT

• The formation of priests means following a singular ‘journey of discipleship’, which begins 
at Baptism, is perfected through the other sacraments of Christian initiation, comes to be 
appreciated as the centre of one’s life at the beginning of Seminary formation, and 
continues through the whole of life.

• The entire journey of formation must never be reduced to a single aspect to the 
detriment of others, but it must always be an integrated journey of the disciple called to 
priesthood.  RF 3



GIFT OF THE PRIESTLY VOCATION CONT

• The fundamental idea is that Seminaries should form missionary disciples who are ‘in 
love’ with the Master, shepherds ‘with the smell of the sheep’, who live in their midst to 
bring the mercy of God to them. Hence every priest should always feel that he is a 
disciple on a journey, constantly needing an integrated formation, understood as a 
continuous configuration to Christ.



FOUNDATIONS OF FORMATION

• During the process of formation for the ministerial priesthood, the seminarian is a 
‘mystery to himself ’, in which two aspects of his humanity, that need to be integrated, are 
intertwined and exist side by side. On the one hand he is characterized by talents and 
gifts that have been molded by grace; on the other he is marked by his limits and frailty.  
The task of formation is to help the person to integrate these aspects, under the 
influence of the Holy Spirit, in a journey of faith and of gradual and harmonious maturity, 
avoiding fragmentation, polarization, excesses, superficiality or partiality. 



FOUNDATIONS OF FORMATION

• For an integrated formation of the candidate, it is necessary to reflect on the identity of 
the priest…The ministerial priesthood, therefore, is understood both in its own nature 
and in its biblical and theological foundations, as a service to the glory of God and to the 
brothers and sisters in their baptismal priesthood….the priest is called to cultivate his 
missionary zeal, exercising his pastoral responsibility with humility as an authoritative 
leader, teacher of the Word and minister of the sacraments, practicing his spiritual 
fatherhood fruitfully.



FOUNDATIONS OF FORMATION

• The priest is, therefore, called to form himself so that his heart and his life are conformed 
to the Lord Jesus, in this way becoming a sign of the love God has for each person. By 
being intimately united to Christ, he will be able: to preach the Gospel and become an 
instrument of the mercy of God; to guide and give correction; to intercede and care for 
the spiritual life of the faithful entrusted to him, to listen and welcome, while also 
responding to the demands and the deep questions of our time.



FOUNDATIONS OF FORMATION

• To be formed in the spirit of the Gospel, the interior man needs to take special and 
faithful care of the interior spiritual life, centered principally on communion with 
Christ…by this intimate relationship with the Lord and by their fraternal communion, 
seminarians will be helped to recognize and correct ‘spiritual worldliness’; obsession with 
personal appearances, a presumed theological or disciplinary certainty, narcissism and 
authoritarianism, the attempt to dominate others, a merely external and ostentatious 
preoccupation with the liturgy, vainglory, individualism, the inability to listen to others and 
every form of careerism.



FOUNDATIONS OF FORMATION

• Priestly formation is a journey of transformation that renews the heart and mind of the 
person so that he can “discern what is the will of God, what is good and pleasing and perfect” 
(Rom 12:2). Indeed, the gradual inner growth along the journey of formation should 
principally be aimed at making the future priest a ‘man of discernment’, able to read the 
reality of human life in the light of the Spirit.



GIFT OF THE PRIESTLY VOCATION CONT

• Within this single integrated and continuous formation, two phases can be identified, 
namely initial and ongoing. In this Ratio Fundamentalis, initial formation is divided into 
various stages: the propaedeutic stage, the study of philosophy of the discipleship 
stage; the study of theology or the configurative stage, and the pastoral stage or that 
of vocational synthesis.

• Moreover, it should be emphasized that the intellectual dimension, with the prescribed 
study of philosophy and theology, is not the only factor to be considered when evaluating 
the journey completed by the seminarian in each stage, and the progress that has been 
made…



GIFT OF THE PRIESTLY VOCATION CONT

• …Rather the overall discernment by the formators regarding all the aspects of formation 
will allow only those seminarians to pass on to the next stage who, in addition to having 
passed the necessary exams, have reached the level of human and vocational maturity 
required for each stage.

• Discipleship and configuration to Christ, obviously, last throughout life. The terms 
‘discipleship stage’ and ‘configuration stage’ are intended to focus attention on two 
moments of initial formation, on the special attention to be given to the awareness of 
being disciples, and on the need to understand the call to ministry and priestly lif as a 
continuous configuration to Christ.



PROPAEDEUTIC STAGE

• The experience of recent decades has revealed the need to dedicate a period of time to 
preparation of an introductory nature, in view of the priestly formation to follow or, 
alternatively, of the decision to follow a different path in life. Ordinarily this period is not 
to be less than one year or more than two. 

• The propaedeutic stage is an indispensable phase of formation with its own specific 
character. Its principal objective is to provide a solid basis for the spiritual life and to 
nurture a greater self-awareness for personal growth. 
• Prayer, Sacrament, Liturgy of the Hours, Lectio, Silence, Spiritual Reading, Catechism, Vatcian II 

and self-giving through experiences in the parish setting and charitable works.



PROPAEDEUTIC STAGE CONT

• The studies of the propaedeutic stage are always to be considered entirely distinct from 
philosophical studies.

• The propaedeutic stage can be adapted according to the culture and experiences of the local 
Church. However, it must always be a real time of vocational discernment, undertaken within 
community life, and a ’start’ to the following stages of initial formation.

• It is fitting that the propaedeutic stage be lived in a community distinct from the Major 
Seminary and, where at all possible, that it should have its own house.  A propaedeutic 
programme should be developed, therefore, with its own formators to provide a solid human 
and Christian formation and a careful selection of candidates for Major Seminary. RF 60



DISCIPLESHIP STAGE

• The experience and dynamic of discipleship, that lasts, as we have noted, for the whole of 
life, and includes all priestly formation, pedagogically requires a specific stage in which all 
possible efforts are expended to root the seminarian in the sequela Christi, listening to His 
Word, keeping it in his heart and putting it into practice. This specific period is 
characterized by the formation of the disciple of Jesus who is destined to be a pastor. 

• For priestly formation the importance of human formation cannot be sufficiently 
emphasized. Indeed, the holiness of a priest is built upon it and depends, in large part, 
upon the authenticity and maturity of his humanity.



CONFIGURATION STAGE

• Formation then concentrates on the configuration of the seminarian to Christ, Shepherd and Servant, so 
that, united to Him, he can make his life a gift of self to others.

• This configuration demands that the seminarian enter profoundly into the contemplation of the person 
of Jesus Christ, the beloved Son of the Father, sent as Shepherd of the People of God.  It will make the 
relationship with Christ more intimate and personal and, at the same time, will lead to an awareness and 
an assumption of priestly identity.

• …it introduces the seminarian to an appreciation of the life of a priest, inspired by the desire and 
sustained by the capacity to offer himself for the pastoral care of the People of God. This stage allows the 
gradual grounding of the seminarian in the likeness of the Good Shepherd, who knows his sheep, give his 
life for them and seeks out the ones that have wandered from the fold.



PASTORAL STAGE (VOCATIONAL SYNTHESIS)

• The pastoral stage, or vocational synthesis, is the time from leaving the Seminary until the 
subsequent priestly ordination, which obviously is brought about by conferral of the 
diaconate. This stage has a twofold purpose: on the one hand it is about being inducted 
into the pastoral life, with a gradual assumption of responsibilities in a spirit of service; on 
the other hand it is about making a suitable preparation, with the help of a specific 
accompaniment, in the view of the priesthood. 


