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AFFIRMATION OF THE VOCATION DIRECTOR

Vincent M. Bilotta III, PH.D.


As chairman of the Formation Department of the House of Affirmation for the past six years (1979-1985), I have worked very closely with vocation directors and formation Directors. I have been able to listen beyond the superficial problems of their everyday work. The problem I find among vocation and formation people is that they have not yet awakened enough to the importance of dealing with their own lives. I feel there is a need for vocation and formation ministers to grow deeper into understanding their own lives. In the course of your self-knowledge journey you as vocation directors will be better able to assist the men and women whom you meet regardless of whether or not they join “the life.” You can assist them in an integrational way by not merely talking abstractly about their relationship with God but by helping them to make sense of their inner struggles. If you have been able to search your own heart, then you will be free enough to invite in a gentle compassionate way the other persons who are knocking on your doors to make sense of their inner stirrings that call them to want more in their life. Even though such individuals do not join your community, it may be that because of you they will be committed to growing in faith. I do not mean faith in the Gospel message only; I mean growing and claiming their own faith story, their own faith history, on a natural level. 


We all need to understand that there may be pockets of hurt in our lives. Very early in life we were disappointed by our parents or hurt in our childhood. Perhaps because of these disappointments, these hurts, the way we were mistreated intentionally or unintentionally, we have lost a little of that natural faith1 that emerged in our interaction with our mothers and fathers. This natural faith is very important in the ability to inspire others. If you do not have this sense of natural faith in the human condition, natural faith is very important in the ability to inspire others. If you do not have this sense of natural faith in the human condition, natural faith in other people, it is very hard to understand how you can animate anybody on a human level or invite them to become more animated on a spiritual level. I believe there is a need as you enter into the vocation ministry to begin this self-knowledge process. You need to understand your own natural faith history and to claim the pockets of hurt that perhaps have deformed you, to some extent, and to be able to continue to grow deeper in faith. 

Religious Formation — A Depressing Note 

We are daily bombarded by media reports of how horrible the world is. This message sinks into our consciousness to the point where we become disbelieving people and our hearts grow hardened. A vocation minister with a hardened heart would find it very difficult to animate other people. You may say immediately from your own experience, “My heart is not hardened”. Perhaps not at the obvious level but I would like to point out some places and many reasons why your heart could become hardened, both personally and historically in your own life and also in your formation and vocation ministry. I do not wish to you, to lay more expectations on you or to create more stress for you to deal with. I wish to help you reflect on some basic taken-for granted experiences in your everyday life as vocation directors. I want to challenge you to make sense of your present and future experience as vocation directors. I offer you support. I want to say yes to your ministry and remind you to walk with compassion and gentleness towards yourself and others. 


Please remember these introductory comments. Why? Because as a lay-person I know I am struggling with anger and am aware of that anger. My anger comes from knowing what the history of religious formation has been for years and years. If I'm not careful I could grind my axe on the lack of understanding with which people have been formed in religious life. The compassionate gentle stance that I am trying to grow into tells me, “You are dealing with history. You are dealing with the human condition. You are dealing with human beings and so you must make your peace with this historical reality.” Even today there are many programs in formation that are not rooted in the process of integrating the psychological with the spiritual. 


A few years ago, I traveled for two and on-half hours to hear a priest explain a document that has been developing since 1969. As I understood it the church was finally giving official permission to own up to the fact that people entering religious life were human beings. At this conference I found that the religious who were there were extremely excited with the implications of the document. However, I was depressed because it was 1979 and formation programs were just being given permission to emphasize that formation was a humanization process. 

A Faith Experience 


On top of that depressing note I would like to share another side of my life that I feel continues to help me grow deeper in faith. I started my training when I was 21 as a full-time psychotherapist in a state hospital. My first task was to take care of “burnt out” schizophrenics who had been there for perhaps thirty years. As I look back on my formative years, this experience as a professional, as a Christian, and as a human being was a very graced period in my life. I got the message-just put your time in, because there is nothing you can do for these people. There is no hope for them. 


This attitude on the part of the state hospital system was in conflict with my formative Christian faith experience that all of life is a gift that emerges from the Divine Creator. From this faith experience I walked into a ward where there were eighty people who seemed unable to communicate in a human way. Like statues, they sat around in chairs. I went into the ward day in and day out, gently saying good morning to every single person, not in a spectacular way but just to acknowledge that they were human persons. I continued to try to call them back. After three years twenty of them, still hallucinating but on medication, were able to be placed in half-way houses in the city of Pittsburgh. Even their being able to make that choice showed tremendous progress. My point is that it was a faith experience for me. I grew in the belief that there is a hunger in people not just to survive, but to live. Victor Frankl has written about the strength of the human spirit in the concentration camps. Others have told of faith in the midst of poverty of the human condition. These people are witnessing to us about the need to own and nourish our own faith story, a natural hope, a natural love, a natural trust. 


Thus the question I am presenting to you is: Where are you in your own formative journey in terms of natural faith, natural hope, natural love and natural trust. As you look at your life you may dare to become vulnerable enough to look back and say, “Yes, I really had some very impoverished periods in my life. Maybe they came because of my parents, perhaps they were due to my brothers and sisters or my peer relationships. Whatever the reason, I grew up with a decreased sense of natural faith, natural love, natural trust, natural hope.” 

Claiming Childhood Residue 


As part of your ministry you need to become more grounded in your own life story and to claim your pockets of childhood residue: Your own unhealed moments, your own unhealed issues. You need to become aware of them so that you will not project them on to the pre-candidates who come knocking at your doors. In addition you need to continue to grow in your formative process so that you can take up scripture in a way that makes more sense from your heart. In scripture we hear constant references to hardness of heart. Certainly the gospel message continually points out the hardness of heart of people surrounding Jesus. Mark gives a list of various evils within men that harden their hearts. One of them is pride. We all struggle with pride. No matter how together we feel we are, we're all struggling with our own pride system,2 a defense mechanism that protects us when our ego is hurt. As long as we understand our pride systems we have a better chance not to get lost in a pride form that will harden our hearts. 

Unconscious Insecurities 


Obviously your ministry is a heavy one, although on the surface some people may describe it as glamorous. They may see your work as one where you have a lot of time on your hands, do a lot of traveling, meet interesting people. They may say, “No more classrooms for you, no more rectory, no more routine schedules. You're your own boss.” 


However, as you know or will soon find out, vocation ministry is not glamorous work. You constantly have to deal with people's demands on you. The vocation board, the bishop, the provincial, the formation team, the community and the diocese, all have their expectations of what you should be doing to bring in replacements for the sick and dying and for those who have for whatever reason left the active ministry. Clergy and religious are unconsciously insecure about who will continue to carryon their ministry in the future. 


Many men and women in your communities and dioceses unconsciously may feel insecure that they may be abandoned in their old age. They may be anxiously wondering who is going to take care of them. Scripture proclaims, “Do not be anxious for tomorrow,” but I do not think realistically we have been formed in our own scripture consciousness to really trust that passage. If you look deep into your heart it is easy to become anxious for tomorrow, and there is a reason. If you do not live up to certain expectations, you may unconsciously feel that you are going to be rejected. Perhaps that feeling too is part of your childhood residue. Because we have grown up in a culture that emphasizes doing, rewards, achieving success, it is hard for us to understand that we can reveal our insecurities, our weaknesses, our vulnerabilities, and still be accepted. 


As you enter into formation ministry you start feeling this subtle tension in your body. You wonder why until you look around and you see all these eyes looking at you. Then perhaps suddenly it dawns on you that you are perceived by them as their savior. They believe you will fill the rectories, the convents, the schools, the hospitals, the offices, the kitchens. You are told, “It is all up to you. You will either make or break our communities and dioceses.” You will find it difficult not to press the panic button! 

A Functional Approach 


A problem that seems to exist for vocation directors is that they are unclear as to the dimensions of the work of being a director. When someone is appointed to the position of vocation director the natural questions emerges, “What am I supposed to do for these people who are knocking on my vocation director door?” Unfortunately for men and women becoming a vocation director has meant merely writing letters, sending out information to prospective candidates, driving many miles to visit with candidates, chatting with them, making arrangements for psychological assessments, and eventually referring them to a seminary or a house of formation. This functional approach to the vocation direction experience may lead to a great turnover of personnel in the ministry. I wonder how many people reading this article will still be in vocation work six years from now. I believe there are many people who will leave the ministry within a few years. 

Large Turnovers 


Let me offer why I feel there is such a great turnover in the field of vocation ministry. Many vocation directors have not personally chosen vocation work: They were appointed. They may have been chosen because they are nice people able to relate well to young persons, or they are organized and aggressive, or they may be good looking. They fit a good public relations image. Now these qualities may be good reasons for a choice in a public relations firm, but such men personal integration of the vocation director is so important in assisting a candidate along the way in growing into a more intimate relationship with God, and m deciding whether or not to enter a religious or clerical life style. 


Some vocation directors are under great pressures to meet their implicit or explicit quotas. If these quotas are not met they feel or may even be labeled as unsuccessful. No one wants to be considered ineffective, as doing poor work. Yet numbers are not successes. Helping people to grow is where success lies. Some vocation directors seem to over identify with their jobs and become psychologically vulnerable to feelings of insecurity, fear of failure, and fear of rejection. Some of them, as a way of coping with insecurity, become workaholics who employ Madison Avenue advertising techniques and subtle manipulation to trap people and hook them into joining the group they represent. In vacuuming up people for vocations, the vocation director may lose his or her personal sensitivity. Many vocation directors live out of their suitcases because of the traveling that is a great part of the ministry. This constant being on the road can evoke much loneliness. Being a people-pleaser and a workaholic can also foster loneliness. Part of the problem is that you really cannot enjoy ordinary moments, simply to BE with another person, to be filled with his or her presence. Even with a candidate some vocation directors are technique-oriented and are not able to use the moment to be filled with the presence of that person. So people in this ministry, as in a number of other ministries in religious life, end up immersed in a work trap. 


If you are overworking and you lose your respect for the rhythm of your body and the rhythm of your life you may reach the point where you start living in your head. You will constantly be trying to figure out, “How am I going to meet this schedule?” Such living in your head sometimes forces your body to erupt, and suddenly if you are lucky, you have these tingling sexual feelings that overcome you. I say, “If you are lucky,” because there are many people who are so numb from overwork that they feel nothing. They do not have the grace of their own body rebelling against their lifestyle to call then back, to say, “Listen to your sexual feelings and what they are telling you. They may be saying you need to be involved with ordinary intimacy.” 3 Your sexual feelings may be embodied in fantasies that say, “I want to be involved with another body,” but behind the sexual fantasy is the simple desire to be filled with another person's presence. 4 


All of us need personal presence in our lives. If you are fortunate enough to be able to listen to your loneliness that is incarnated in your sexual feelings, you will have a built in system that tells you where you are in your life. Perhaps you have been cutting people off and you need to go back and nurture relationships. This situation is probably also an indication of where you are in your spiritual life. 


Some men and women are engaged in their work like production managers who feed the organization with workers. For others, being a vocation director means being criticized because they are not working up to others' expectations. Many people in vocation ministry discover they do not want to be mere functional traffic directors who are simply processing paperwork and pointing the candidates to the seminary or novitiate. As a result of this discovery, they decide the leave their unfulfilling work as vocation directors. 

Are You Angry? 


Many of you may defend yourselves smugly and say, “Those descriptions don't fit me at all.” The caricature may not fit you but I am sure that there are issues that you need to look at. I am gently and compassionately inviting you to look at some of these issues in your own life. Where is community in relation to you? Where are you with your own anger toward the lack of support you may feel in your community and the expectations that you may feel put on you? Like many people, you may not be able to tune in to your anger. As a result the anger may build up and unconsciously you may find that the way to alleviate it may be to quit. It may make sense to quit. However, I'm raising these questions in terms of trying to help and support you. You need to process your own feelings, whatever they are, and try to understand them. Perhaps with the lack of support in community and trying to live up to others' expectations you may find yourself becoming more hectic instead of saying “no” or expressing your anger. 


In reflecting on the lack of support you may feel as a vocation director, you may come to realize that many priest and religious cannot support their vocation directors because they unconsciously do not believe in “the life” anymore. Unconsciously they want to say to you, “Why would anybody want to join this group?” Sometimes you may also ask yourself that question honestly, “Why would I want anybody to join this group?” You may feel far away from the ideals and the charisma of your founder. But there may still be a loyalty in you that is still alive that may say “This life form that originally attracted me stirred something in me that I want to share with others. I still believe in the vision. Even though there may be disgruntled and embittered people in my community, I still have faith that this lifestyle with this particular charism in this particular group can help my life and the Church. “ 

Thrown Back Upon Yourself 


In working with the pre-candidates, vocation directors find themselves thrown back upon themselves, and much tension arises as a result. The pre-candidates unconsciously challenge vocation directors as to where they are spiritually and psychologically in their lives. Pre-candidates ask questions such as, “How do you deal with your sexuality?” “How do you deal with your anger?” “How do you deal with intimacy and celibacy?” “How do you stay centered in intimacy with God in such a hectic society?” 


Because many vocation directors have been unformed and sometimes deformed in their initial formation days, they are sometimes struggling with the same issues that the pre-candidates are struggling with. These unformed vocation directors may find themselves implicitly and explicitly challenged by the pre-candidate. Some vocation directors may find themselves embarrassed by their lack of personal and spiritual formation. These insecurities could trigger off an identity crisis or a vocational crisis. One way to defend yourself is quickly to become a technical vocation director. With an attitude of: “Pre-candidate, you're talking about all those other people who live on such and such a street and really don't have their life together.” But smugly with a hardened heart you pridefully say, “However, I have my life together but I'm not willing to talk about it with you.” “I'm not willing to acknowledge that I still have a lot of childhood residue that I am probably going to struggle with until I die.” I want to share that fact with you in a compassionate and gentle way. Even if you have gone through psychotherapy or if you have had to struggle in any way to understand your life, it is a process and a journey. We never arrive. There is always the struggle of being an adult. At any moment we can give in or grow into being ruled by the pleasure principle, a principle that insists on, “My will be done.” My point is that we need to acknowledge that we are fragile vulnerable precious persons. We need to be able to say, “I am imperfect and I will be imperfect until I die.” After all, scripture invites us to own that we fall seven times seven each day. But I do not want you to focus on “sin”; I want you to focus in on your childhood residue, your own egoism that is part of the human condition. 


Unfortunately, people have the attitude, “Oh, I can't own that,” and, “To own it publicly is terrible: I'm supposed to be perfect.” This is part of the seduction of being the smiling vocation director who says, “I am a model: follow me.” However, your being a model is, “I am poor. Do you want to follow me because I am poor and I am willing to share my poverty with you?” You know from your own experience that when someone shares their personal poverty and weakness, how inspired you are to be able to own your own poverty and weakness, privately or publicly with that person. I am not suggesting that you share your whole life story with every pre-candidate who knocks on the door. I am talking about an attitude that emphasizes that, “It is good to be human.” 


You probably have wonderful books on how healthy it is to be human, but I am also in touch with the childhood residue that we have deep within us that is problematic. Weakness is part of the human condition and you must make peace with it in the sense of owning it and saying, “Yes, there is a lot of egoism in me but I still have faith that we humans want something more to direct our lives than our own egoism.” So being a vocation director can be a hazard to your vocation. You may become depressed or angry about the lack of personal and spiritual vocation in your own life or you may become angry with the community and not animate the spirit of your community to your candidates. 

Self-Knowledge Process 


Obviously I am inviting you to get in touch with your own personal dynamics, your childhood residue, your developmental difficulties, your personal inconsistencies, your uncongenial self, or your real self as opposed to your ideal self.5 The same is true with the candidates. You need to invite them from your first letter to them to enter into a self-knowledge process. The way we language things is very important. Language forms our consciousness and from the very beginning if you are inviting people into a self-knowledge process, you are not going to encounter so many difficulties along the way. 

Religious life calls for a great deal of self-emptying. Christian life does too, but let us not mince any words about it, if you really want to grow toward your ideal, if you want to take it seriously, you really need to grow in an understanding of your historical process. The greater your understanding, the more effectively you will be able to uncover the obstacles to your own spiritual life and your own psychic life. Classical spiritual masters constantly appeal to valuing the self-knowledge process. I suggest that a vital theme of your program be to help people in a self-knowledge process. You may say, “I haven't beep trained for that.” All you have to do is to use your own experience. You had a mother and father, you had brothers and sisters, you have gone to grammar school and high school, you have had to deal with sexuality. What was your experience? You need to be able to tell your story to yourself. You do not have to go for psychotherapy to do this. Psychotherapy may help in the sense of assisting you to go deeper into your story but the main point is that the process of self-knowledge helps you to uncover the obstacles to your spiritual life. 

Listen To Your Experience 


I do not wish to reduce everything to the psychological level. I am inviting you to listen to your experience and make sense of your experience. One of the questions I was asked to address is, “How do you continue to maintain a healthy self-image amidst pressure, stress, changes, expectations, and change of ministry adjustments.” I invite you to take a moment to think of a hectic moment in your life. Focus in on that hectic moment. I find that most people operate out of hectic moments. Hecticness is one of the characteristics of our culture. Even though you do not intend the day to be hectic, during the day things become hectic. From my research on hecticness I have come to a perspective that I would like to share with you. The motivation of most hecticness, as I see it, is insecurity. It may not be a style of insecurity; it may be only an insecure moment. But the insecurity seems to flow out of wanting to be in control and being unable to control. As an example, I am late for a dentist appointment and I find myself unable to pass the cars in front of me. In an attempt to gain control, I think if I do this or that I will get there sooner. Perhaps you will get there sooner but how important is it in light of all that is in salvation history? If we are able to live our lives from a scriptural consciousness, then we need to remember our proper place in the history of the creation story. Scriptural consciousness helps us to own the reality that we are not in control of all that is around us. But there is a side to all of us that wants to be totally in control. The unconscious egoism in each of us may want to insist that reality be our way: “My will be done”, “My honor and glory”. This egoism is from our pride form. 


Recall an experience of a baby taking its first step. The parents become excited about this major accomplishment in the baby's life. The baby enjoys the attention and approval. Then the baby takes its second, third, one hundredth steps, and there is no more applause. The accomplishment is taken for granted and the parents no longer get excited about baby's first step. I feel very strongly that there is a baby inside of us who is always going to struggle for applause, who wants that applause desperately. Some of us have felt genuine affirmation 6 for our being and perhaps feel that need for applause less. Those who have a history of being applauded for the doing may still be trapped in the need of that applause. This unconscious motivation is something we all have to claim. Thus our self-image as vocation director may be based on the doing dimension. I may see myself as, “I am my profession; I am my ministry.” Even though you may feel that there is more to you than your profession or ministry you may have not had the transforming experience of actually believing it. You may read in scripture that, “Yes, the Lord really accepts me for who I am,” but as soon as you enter the everyday world you may be overwhelmed by insecurities. Perhaps your childhood residue of insecurities is suggesting that you need others to assure you that in all your weakness and all your poverty you are accepted just the way you are. 

Some Psychological Issues of Candidates 


At the House of Affirmation I am in charge of supervising the psychological assessment process for candidates. I want to share some issues that emerge in this assessment process. No matter who walks into my office as a candidate or pre-candidate, I can predict certain issues that will surface in the interview. First, these men and women are struggling with problems of self-image, self-consciousness, insecurity, and inferiority based on their expectations that they should be perfect. Second, a lot of people really do not know how to deal with their anger.7 The third problem is the need to feel more comfortable with their sexual stories.8 Other problems are the inability to be intimate9 and a need for healthy mothering and fathering. I believe that, for the most part, in this culture people have been doing the best that they can. But still many men and women grow out of their childhood with a lot of issues unresolved. That statement does not have to be depressing. It is simply fact. No matter how psychologically and technically we develop, as part of the human condition, there will always be pockets of undeveloped dimensions. The last issue is the problem of being unable to be in touch with and to communicate various human feelings. These problems are common to everyone, not just pre-candidates or religious. If I interviewed 25 people in any occupation I am sure I would hear problems in the same areas. From this observation I would urge you to get your pre-candidates to face and to deal with these issues and their self-knowledge process as soon as you can. 

Do Not Wait 


I regret that formation teams still wait until the pre-candidates are in the novitiate before they decide to invite more explicitly their candidates to grow as a whole person. We know that the novitiate years are supposed to be years of growing deeper into spiritual life. The candidates do not appreciate that they will never have that time again. They do not realize how hectic life will be when they leave the seminary or novitiate. They do not appreciate having a year off to enter the desert experience and to build a foundation to encounter the Lord that will nurture them throughout the rest of their lives. We know formation does not stop after profession or ordination. But in reality for many, growth did stop after leaving their initial formation experience. For others growth stopped when they entered “the life”. We know how hectic we can all become trying to do the will of God in our lives. My advice is to begin as soon as possible to get your pre-candidates to deal with their psychological issues. 

A Hunger' For “The Life” 


There is another point I would like to make. I get discouraged when I interview candidates and ask them, “Why do you want to become a priest or religious?” So often these candidates do not know why. They mumble without giving a reason. They lack the ability to dwell with their life experience. Many are afraid to become reflective enough to ask these difficult questions. Some form of hunger for “the life” is needed in order to remain grounded in the lifestyle of a priest or religious. If the pre-candidate does not articulate some hunger for “the life” that flows from the heart, then I would suggest that you help that person cultivate that “heart” experience before you refer that person for psychological assessment. Without this “heart” experience this person will never be able to authentically live “the life”. Too many priest and religious live “the life” from their head and not from their heart. The formation process of the spiritual life is not a process of forming the “head” but rather one that forms the heart. 

The Importance of Docility 


Other criteria to help people grow and the most important in my opinion, is docility. I do not mean the docility that you may conjure up in your free associations. I mean a hunger and eagerness to learn and to live the life. You may say to yourself, “I don't have anybody that fills that criteria.” But do you feel intuitively that these people have the possibility and if they are immersed in this lifestyle will they get in touch with something deeper in their life? Eventually they may discern that their way is to leave religious life but can you imagine how you will have helped them to grow? This possibility is one of the greatest gifts that you can give as vocation directors. Part of the beauty of your work is that no matter what happens between you and the candidate, if you are living your life centered in the Lord you will become an inspiration as a Christian to these people. You know in your own life that there have been many people who have been inspirations to you. I do not mean impossible heroes. I am talking about someone you may have said just a few rods that for whatever reason touched your heart very deeply at that moment. I think that is or can be the joy of your work, even though you do not “vacuum up” many people, you can have an influence for the good. Do not be anxious, even about the survival of your community. Just live in the moment and try to grow in a quality of presence so that whoever meets you along the way will be animated. They will be called forth from your presence to seek the deeper dimensions of the word of Christ that they have seen in your life. 
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