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RETREAT OVERVIEW

Many people nowadays talk about a shortage of priests 
and dwindling numbers of consecrated men and women.

There does seem to be some truth to that kind of talk, 
at least in some places. While the number of Catholic 
priests in the world between 1970 and 2012 remained 
about the same, for example, the number of lay Catholics 
in the world doubled. By the early 2000s, 15% of parishes 
in North America found themselves without a resident 
pastor, compared to only 3% back in 1960.1 And while 
some individual religious orders seem to be thriving, the 
total number of nuns in the United States has declined 
by 65% since 1965.2

Do these alarming statistics mean that God has stopped 
calling young men and women to serve him and his 
Church with the total gift of self?

Certainly not. God himself is the author of the priesthood 
and the inventor of consecrated life. He wouldn’t set 
up these essential states of life just so they could fail. 
But maybe something in post-modern culture is making 
it harder for us to hear and heed God’s call to radical 
discipleship. 

In this Retreat Guide on Vocation and the Calling of St. 
Matthew, we will go back and reflect on what it means 
for every single one of us to hear and heed the voice of 
the Lord in our lives:

1	 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Priest_shortage_in_the_Catholic_Church

2	 http://www.catholicworldreport.com/2011/05/12/nuns-worldwide/
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�� The First Meditation will look at some of Jesus’ 
teaching about what a vocation really is.

�� The Second Meditation will focus on the calling 
of St. Matthew and its unforgettable depiction in 
Caravaggio’s masterpiece baroque painting.

�� The Conference will give some practical guidelines 
that we can all use to discern our own vocation, or 
to help others discern theirs.

Let’s begin by quieting our hearts and turning our 
attention to God, who never stops paying attention to 
us. Let’s ask him to pour his grace into our souls as we 
explore what it means to be called and chosen by Christ.
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F I R S T  M E D I TAT I O N
Our Three Vocations
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INTRODUCTION

God began the creation of the world with a word. The 
Book of Genesis tells us:

A… Then God said: Let there be light, and there 
was light. 

—Genesis 1:3

God spoke, and the universe took shape. In each of the 
six days of creation, God speaks, and his spoken word 
gives existence to all things. In other words, he calls all 
things into being.

At the beginning of the Gospel of John, Jesus is described 
as the eternal and creative “Word of God” who was 

A… in the beginning with God. All things came into 
being through him, and without him nothing came 
to be. 

—John 1:1–3

Throughout all the Gospels, Jesus continues to act in 
people’s lives through his words: he heals the sick and 
raises the dead back to life with a word; he expels demons 
and calms the stormy sea with a word; and he invites 
people to become his disciples and experience the new 
life of grace that he has brought to earth by calling them 
to follow him.

The word “vocation” comes from the Latin word, 
“vocare,” which means, “to call.” The same Latin root is 
the base of a lot of other English words—like vocal, voice, 
and vociferous. All of them have to do with speaking 
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forth, with communication, with connecting people’s 
hearts and minds through words.

In this most basic sense, every single one of us—indeed, 
every person in the world—has a vocation. God speaks 
his creative word to each one of us; he calls us; he gives us 
a vocation. Actually, he gives each of us three vocations. 

OUR FIRST VOCATION: TO EXIST

First of all, we were called by God into existence. That is 
our first vocation: to exist, to be present in this wonderful 
though fallen world, to live and grow and fulfill all our 
potential in time and in eternity.

Existence itself is truly a vocation, a personal call from 
God. God himself creates every human life. He has chosen 
to involve husbands and wives in this act of creation, by 
making them fathers and mothers, but the spiritual core 
of every human person doesn’t just emerge from their 
new DNA. It includes a spiritual element that only God 
provides. Theologians and philosophers describe this as 
our “spiritual soul.” It gives us our unique dignity as human 
beings. Here is how the Catechism puts it:

AIn Sacred Scripture the term “soul” often refers to 
human life or the entire human person.  But “soul” 
also refers to the innermost aspect of man, that which 
is of greatest value in him, that by which he is most 
especially in God’s image: “soul” signifies the spiritual 
principle in man … The Church teaches that every 
spiritual soul is created immediately by God—it is 
not “produced” by the parents—and also that it 
is immortal… 

—CCC 363, 366
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The Bible makes many references to this mysterious, 
direct action of God in the creation of every human 
being. One of the most beautiful comes from Psalm 139:

AYou formed my inmost being; 
you knit me in my mother’s womb.  
I praise you, because I am wonderfully made; 
wonderful are your works! 

—Psalm 139:13–14

This is our first vocation, the first call we receive from 
God: he calls us into existence, in order to put us on the 
path to eternal life with him in heaven.

OUR SECOND VOCATION:  
TO FOLLOW CHRIST

Our second vocation, our second calling from God, is 
the call to become a follower of Jesus Christ. To be a 
Christian, to believe in Jesus, to accept and obey his 
teachings, to live in friendship with him by committing 
ourselves to love God and neighbor—this too is a real 
vocation, a call that every single one of us receives, though 
it comes in many different ways.

In recent years, the Church has referred to this second 
vocation as “the universal call to holiness.” Holiness is 
simply living in communion with God through a dynamic, 
growing friendship with Christ. That is the path of 
Christian discipleship, and Jesus has called and continues 
to call all of us to keep following it. It is the only path to 
the lasting meaning and happiness that we all long for.
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The Catechism expresses this second vocation as an 
ongoing call in each one of our lives:

AFor this reason, at every time and in every place, God 
draws close to man. He calls man to seek him, to 
know him, to love him with all his strength. 

—CCC 1

The Second Vatican Council described it more completely:

A… all the faithful of Christ of whatever rank or status, 
are called to the fullness of the Christian life and to 
the perfection of charity … They must follow in 
his footsteps and conform themselves to his image 
seeking the will of the Father in all things. They must 
devote themselves with all their being to the glory of 
God and the service of their neighbor. 

—Lumen Gentium, 40

So this is our second vocation: simply to be authentic 
Christians, seeking to know, love, and follow Jesus more 
and more every day.

OUR THIRD VOCATION:  
TO A STATE OF LIFE

God calls us into existence—our first vocation. And then, 
because of our fallen nature and this fallen world in which 
we live, he calls us to become followers of Christ, joyful 
missionary disciples of the Lord—our second vocation. 
But we each have a third vocation as well: God calls us 
to serve him and share in the Church’s mission in our 
particular state of life.
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The Catechism identifies three general states of life: 
hierarchy, laity, and consecrated life. These share equally 
in Christian dignity, but complement each other in how 
they serve the Church’s unity and mission.

Members of the hierarchy of the Church are clergy who 
receive the sacrament of holy orders—bishops, priests, 
and deacons. Through that sacrament, they are called and 
empowered by God to become ministers by whom, as 
the Catechism puts it, Christ himself “unceasingly builds 
up and leads his Church” (CCC 1547) through the offices 
of governing, teaching, and sanctifying. 

Members of the laity—either married or single—also 
share in those offices, because they too are members 
of Christ. But they do so in a different way, since their 
“special vocation”, as the catechism explains, involves 

A… engaging in temporal affairs and directing them 
according to God’s will … discovering or inventing 
the means for permeating social, political, and 
economic realities with the demands of Christian 
doctrine and life … 

—CCC 898, 899

Members in consecrated life (members of religious 
orders, for example) can be either clerics or lay people. 
They follow a call from God to formally profess what 
are known as the “evangelical counsels” of poverty, 
chastity lived through celibacy for the Kingdom of God, 
and obedience. Through this profession, as the Catechism 
puts it, consecrated men and women are moved by the 
Holy Spirit
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A… to follow Christ more nearly, to give themselves 
to God who is loved above all, and, pursuing the 
perfection of charity in the service of the Kingdom, 
to signify and proclaim in the Church the glory of 
the world to come. 

—CCC 916

In the Second Meditation, we will contemplate how one 
of history’s great artists envisions the call of God in our 
lives. And in the Conference that concludes this Retreat 
Guide, we will dig into how someone can discern the state 
of life to which God is calling them. But for now, let’s take 
a few moments to reflect prayerfully on God’s wonderful 
and generous gift to us through all three of our vocations: 
the call to existence, the call to Christian discipleship, 
and the call to serve the Church in a particular state of 
life. The following questions and quotations may help 
your meditation.

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL 
REFLECTION/GROUP DISCUSSION

1.	 How firmly do I believe that God himself called me 
into existence? How does it make me feel to think 
that my very being is the result of a loving, creative 
word from God?

2.	 When have I heard most clearly God’s call to follow 
Christ? How have I responded to this call up to now? 
In what way is God calling me now to follow Christ 
more closely? How do I want to respond?

3.	 What habits of my daily life help me to keep hearing 
God’s voice in my soul? What habits of my daily life 
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make it harder for me to hear his voice? What can I 
do this week to change one of those habits?

QUOTATIONS TO HELP YOUR PR AYER

ABlessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every 
spiritual blessing in the heavens, as he chose us 
in him, before the foundation of the world, to be 
holy and without blemish before him. In love he 
destined us for adoption to himself through Jesus 
Christ, in accord with the favor of his will, for the 
praise of the glory of his grace that he granted us 
in the beloved.

—Ephesians 1:3–6 
nabre

AWe urge you, brothers, admonish the idle, cheer 
the fainthearted, support the weak, be patient with 
all. See that no one returns evil for evil; rather, 
always seek what is good [both] for each other 
and for all. Rejoice always. Pray without ceasing. 
In all circumstances give thanks, for this is the will 
of God for you in Christ Jesus. Do not quench the 
Spirit. Do not despise prophetic utterances. Test 
everything; retain what is good. Refrain from every 
kind of evil. May the God of peace himself make 
you perfectly holy and may you entirely, spirit, soul, 
and body, be preserved blameless for the coming 
of our Lord Jesus Christ. The one who calls you is 
faithful, and he will also accomplish it.

—1 Thessalonians 5:12–24 
nabre
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AThe very differences which the Lord has willed 
to put between the members of his body serve 
its unity and mission. For in the Church there is 
diversity of ministry but unity of mission. To the 
apostles and their successors Christ has entrusted 
the office of teaching, sanctifying, and governing in 
his name and by his power. But the laity are made 
to share in the priestly, prophetical, and kingly office 
of Christ; they have therefore, in the Church and in 
the world, their own assignment in the mission of 
the whole People of God. Finally, from both groups 
[hierarchy and laity] there exist Christian faithful 
who are consecrated to God in their own special 
manner and serve the salvific mission of the Church 
through the profession of the evangelical counsels.

—CCC, 873

NOTES
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Caravaggio and the Calling of St. Matthew 
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INTRODUCTION

In preparation for the Jubilee of the year 1600, the young 
Italian artist known as Caravaggio was commissioned 
to execute a monumental painting of the calling—the 
vocation—of St. Matthew. More than ten feet wide and 
almost eleven feet high, the masterpiece is still on display 
in the Church of San Luigi, in Rome, Italy. 

As in every great work of art, in this painting the artist isn’t 
simply illustrating facts; he is giving us an interpretation 
of the facts. Artists want to communicate not only the 
event that they depict, but also a meaning behind the 
event. Through their artistic choices, they express to us 
their privileged vision of the spiritual values present in 
the subjects they paint. The more gifted the artist, the 
more moving and enriching the vision.

In the First Meditation of this Retreat Guide, we reflected 
on our three callings and on the rich, multilayered 
significance of what “vocation” really means. Now, in 
order to continue plumbing the depths of this spiritual 
reality, let’s contemplate Caravaggio’s masterpiece and 
the inspiring vision behind it.

THE DR AMA OF THE CALL

The event that he depicts is taken from one short verse 
from St. Matthew’s own Gospel:

AAs Jesus passed on from there, he saw a man named 
Matthew sitting at the customs post. He said to 
him, “Follow me.” And he got up and followed him. 

—Matthew 9:9
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This encounter with Matthew is one of the many vocational 
encounters we find in the Gospels. Reflecting on how 
Caravaggio chose to depict this encounter can give us 
encouragement and insight as we continue striving to 
respond generously to God’s ongoing call in our own lives.

Looking at the painting as a whole, the first thing to 
strike us is the drama. Baroque painting in general, 
and Caravaggio’s work in particular, tends to focus on 
dramatic moments. It combines the beauty and realism 
developed in the Renaissance, the main artistic period 
before the Baroque, with theatrical movement and stark 
contrast of light and shadow. And so, instead of offering 
us calm and gentle scenes for relaxed observation, it 
draws us into the intensity of conflict and action. 

Notice, for example, how all the figures in the painting are 
moving in different ways and directions. Notice how the 
unseen source of light creates extremely bright patches 
on their faces and hands, but leaves large swathes of the 
scene dim or obscure. Notice also how the background 
of the painting—the wall, the window, the floor—is 
plain and simple: Caravaggio doesn’t want an array of 
extraneous details to detract from the central drama of 
Jesus calling St. Matthew.

His depiction of this moment in St. Matthew’s life is 
dramatic, but not violent. This is an astute spiritual insight. 
When God speaks to us, when he sends his word, his 
call, into our hearts and minds, it can indeed be dramatic. 
He often invites us to leave behind our comfort zone 
to follow him more closely. He often surprises us, or 
encourages us to levels of generosity or mercy that we 
would never have thought of on our own. And yet, his 
invitation always flows from his love, and so he will never 
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violently force us to accept his invitation. Drama, yes; 
violence, no.

DEAFENED BY OBSESSION

The painting presents three main focal points for our 
attention: the figures of Jesus and St. Peter on our right; 
the burlap-covered window above Christ’s gesturing 
hand; and Matthew and his business partners gathered 
around the table to our left. 

Let’s start with Matthew and his business partners. 
Matthew was a tax collector. This meant that he worked 
for the Romans, who had occupied Palestine and required 
the residents there to pay taxes to the Roman Empire. 
But the Romans were smart. Instead of collecting the 
taxes directly themselves, they hired locals to do the 
job for them. These local tax farmers would often abuse 
their position, collecting more taxes than were strictly 
required and pocketing the extra for themselves. This is 
why the Jews of the time considered tax collectors among 
the lowest of sinners: not only did they collaborate with 
the pagan Roman conquerors, but they even cheated 
their own people for personal gain.

The older and younger men on the far left of the painting 
are behaving just as we would expect tax collectors to 
behave: they are completely absorbed in counting their 
money. Even the close presence of the Lord and his direct 
intervention in their affairs can’t disturb their greedy 
obsession. 

This is a warning for each of us. It is possible for us to 
become so self-absorbed in our earthly projects, goals, 
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and activities that we become deaf to the voice of the 
Lord. 

THREATENED AND SUSPICIOUS

The two young men on the right side of the table, on the 
other hand, hear Jesus and turn to see who is speaking. 
The one with his back to us even seems to be reaching 
for his sword, as if to protect his treasure from an 
unwelcome intruder—St. Peter seems to be countering 
that gesture, assuring the young man that swordplay will 
not be necessary. 

Both of these figures, though they hear the Lord’s 
voice, respond defensively. Jesus is interrupting them, 
interrupting their business, and they are suspicious of 
him. They may hear the call, but they are not going to 
heed it—at least not right away. Many times, we are like 
them: defensive, protective of our own hopes and plans, 
and suspicious of God’s call when it comes to us.

AWESOME MERCY

Matthew is the figure in the middle, with the beard, 
pointing at himself. Unlike the young man at his side, the 
expression on Matthew’s face shows that Christ’s call has 
touched not only his ears, but also his soul. He recognizes 
that Jesus has looked at him, addressed him, and invited 
him to become a disciple. And Matthew is surprised. He 
points at himself as if to say, “Me? Really? Are you sure?” 
This shows that Matthew knew about Jesus—he had 
most likely heard about our Lord’s miracles, and maybe 
even witnessed some. He may also have heard some of 
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our Lord’s preaching. And Matthew recognized that as a 
tax collector he was, at least in his own eyes, unworthy 
to become the disciple of such a master. 

In a certain sense, this is a healthy reaction. After all, 
which one of us is truly “worthy” to be a friend, a 
companion of God himself? We are all mere creatures, 
and sinners, and God is the Creator, pure and infinite 
goodness. And yet, knowing all of that, Jesus still comes 
into our lives—just as he came right into the room where 
Matthew was counting his profits—and invites us to 
become his followers, to walk with him and help him 
build up his Kingdom here on earth. 

God’s merciful love is like that. It doesn’t wait for us 
to make ourselves perfect and worthy; it reaches out 
to us just as we are, and continually invites us to the 
indescribable adventure of Christian discipleship. It 
often requires us to convert, to decide to leave behind 
sinfulness and selfishness, but it fearlessly reaches out to 
us even before that conversion happens.

PILGRIM ADVENTURERS

Now let’s look at the figures on our right. Jesus and Peter 
are both still moving, walking past the customs post, just 
as the Gospel describes. This is significant. All three of 
our vocations are callings to walk with Jesus, to journey 
with him towards greater holiness and wisdom, to grow 
humanly and spiritually, to help build his Church and 
spread his Kingdom. Authentic Christians are pilgrims 
and adventurers, not couch potatoes.
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Notice also how Jesus and Peter are dressed. They 
are barefoot, and they wear simple robes and tunics. 
Compare that to how St. Matthew and his companions 
are decked out in fancy and fashionable garb. Following 
Jesus always means storing up our treasures in heaven, 
not on earth. It means adorning our souls with the virtues 
that make us more like Christ, not weighing ourselves 
down with vain and flashy possessions and conspicuous 
consumption. “My Kingdom is not of this world,” Jesus 
told Pontius Pilate (John 18:36).

LIGHT SHINING IN THE DARKNESS

Finally, let’s look briefly at the real heart of the painting: 
Christ’s gesture right under the large window frame. His 
arm is extended and his hand points towards Matthew 
as he invites him to become a follower. The angle of the 
hand is echoed by the angle of the beam of light that 
breaks through the darkness and enlightens the face of 
St. Matthew. God’s word, God’s call, always brings light 
into our lives to heal us, strengthen us, encourage us, and 
guide us. It breaks through our darkness, our sinfulness, 
our confusion. It opens up new horizons and give us new 
hope. It shows us the way. “I am the light of the world,” 
Jesus told the crowds, “Whoever follows me will not 
walk in darkness, but will have the light of life” (John 8:12).

VOCATION: A NEW CREATION

Caravaggio brings another, surprising level to the meaning 
of this gesture. The position of Christ’s hand can strike 
us as curious. It is kind of pointing, but it also seems to 
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be relaxed, even languid. Why? Scholars have pointed 
out that Christ’s gesture in this painting mirrors exactly 
another gesture in another painting: the hand of Adam 
at the moment when God the Father creates him, as 
depicted by the great Renaissance painter Michelangelo 
on the Sistine Chapel ceiling. 

That painting is also in Rome, and Caravaggio would have 
been familiar with it. The exact parallel cannot be mere 
coincidence. In fact, Caravaggio’s message is crystal clear: if 
our original vocation consists in being called into existence, 
in being created, then every subsequent vocation—the 
vocation to follow Christ, who is the New Adam through 
whom the world is redeemed and re-created, or to follow 
him more closely; the vocation to a particular state of life; 
or the vocation to put our talents at the service of the 
Kingdom in a particular way—every subsequent call from 
God in our lives is like a new creation, a new beginning, a 
new chapter in the adventure of our lives.

And neither is it a coincidence that Christ’s hand is located 
directly under the window, because Caravaggio has place 
within the window a dramatic and highly prominent cross. 
Jesus redeemed the world through his voluntary suffering 
and death on a cross. His passion and resurrection were 
the beginning of the new creation, through grace, of this 
fallen world. Whenever he calls us, however he calls us, 
he will always call us to follow him along the way of the 
cross, dying to our own selfishness and sin in order to 
be renewed by his grace, just as he died on Calvary and 
rose again from the dead.

Caravaggio’s vision of the calling of St. Matthew offers 
a striking visual contemplation of what a vocation really 
is. And since all of us have a vocation—at least three 
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vocations, in fact—let’s take some time now to enter 
into that contemplation and see what the Lord wants 
to tell us. The following questions and quotations may 
help your meditation.

QUESTIONS FOR PERSONAL 
REFLECTION/GROUP DISCUSSION

1.	 What aspects of this painting especially move me? Why? 
What might God want to say to me through them?

2.	 What is my attitude towards the cross in my life? 
How can I carry my crosses with greater faith, hope, 
and love?

3.	 How is God calling me in this season of my life? What 
is he asking of me, and how am I responding? Which 
figure in the painting can I most easily relate to and why?

QUOTATIONS TO HELP YOUR PR AYER

AAs Jesus passed on from there, he saw a man named 
Matthew sitting at the customs post. He said to 
him, “Follow me.” And he got up and followed 
him. While he was at table in his house, many tax 
collectors and sinners came and sat with Jesus and 
his disciples. The Pharisees saw this and said to his 
disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax 
collectors and sinners?” He heard this and said, 
“Those who are well do not need a physician, but 
the sick do. Go and learn the meaning of the words, 
‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ I did not come to call 
the righteous but sinners.”

—Matthew 9:9–13 
nabre
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AAs he passed by the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and 
his brother Andrew casting their nets into the sea; 
they were fishermen. Jesus said to them, “Come 
after me, and I will make you fishers of men.” Then 
they abandoned their nets and followed him. He 
walked along a little farther and saw James, the son 
of Zebedee, and his brother John. They too were 
in a boat mending their nets. Then he called them. 
So they left their father Zebedee in the boat along 
with the hired men and followed him.

—Mark 1:16–20 
nabre

AAs he was setting out on a journey, a man ran up, 
knelt down before him, and asked him, “Good 
teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?” 
Jesus answered him, “Why do you call me good? 
No one is good but God alone.  You know the 
commandments: ‘You shall not kill; you shall not 
commit adultery; you shall not steal; you shall not 
bear false witness; you shall not defraud; honor 
your father and your mother.’” He replied and said 
to him, “Teacher, all of these I have observed from 
my youth.” Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said 
to him, “You are lacking in one thing. Go, sell what 
you have, and give to [the] poor and you will have 
treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” At that 
statement his face fell, and he went away sad, for 
he had many possessions.

—Luke 22:14–20 
nabre
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C O N F E R E N C E
How to Discern a Vocation
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INTRODUCTION

We know that in spiritual terms the word “vocation” 
refers to any and all callings from God that occur in our 
lives, and especially the three that we all share: the call 
into existence, the call to follow Christ, and the call to 
serve Christ’s Kingdom in a particular state of life (clerical, 
lay [single or married], or consecrated). But even so, 
most Catholics tend to use the word “vocation” to refer 
primarily to the call to the priesthood or the consecrated 
life. When people express concern about a “shortage of 
vocations” these states of life are what they are usually 
talking about.

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY “VOCATIONS”?

That use of the word is understandable, but the most 
common vocation in the Church is the vocation to the lay 
state of life. The majority of Catholics are called to live 
out their Christian discipleship and mission as married 
or single lay people. They build up the Kingdom of God 
right in the middle of their everyday, working lives. As 
Jesus described in the Gospels, they are like the “salt of 
the earth” and the “light of the world” and the little bit 
of “yeast that leavens the whole lump of dough” by being 
mixed right into it (cf. Matthew 5:13–14; 13:33). 

A smaller number of Catholics are called to serve Christ’s 
Kingdom in the priesthood and the consecrated life. At 
the risk of oversimplifying, their vocation is to keep the 
salt salty, the light fueled, and the yeast fervent. And for 
the priests and consecrated persons who serve as full 
time missionaries to people who have not yet heard the 
Gospel, their vocation is, in a sense, to make more salt, 
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light, and yeast for the world by preaching and teaching 
Christ for the first time. 

Comparisons like that have their advantages and 
disadvantages. But the main point is to understand that 
the different states of life are meant to complement each 
other in the life and work of the Church. Whatever our 
state of life, we are each called to follow Christ with all 
our heart, soul, mind, and strength, and to become saints 
in the process—although it is true that most spiritual 
writers consider the priestly and consecrated states 
of life, because of their intrinsic nature and structure, 
as providing an especially propitious atmosphere for 
growth in holiness, along with some special sacrifices 
and difficulties.

But since the priesthood and the consecrated life are 
less common, and because they both involve a Christian 
commitment that is a more radical sign of contradiction 
to the world around us (especially through their charism 
of celibacy), these states of life usually come to mind first 
when we speak about vocations.

WHICH STATE OF LIFE DOES GOD 
WANT FOR ME?

This question is especially important to young Catholics 
who are beginning to question which state of life God is 
calling them to. They often ask, for example, whether or 
not they “have a vocation.” Of course they do! We all 
do—in fact, we have at least three vocations, as we have 
seen throughout this Retreat Guide. So the real task for 
us as we continue following Christ more and more closely 
isn’t to discover whether or not we have a vocation, but 
to discern which state of life God is calling us to. 
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Since the more common vocation is the lay state of life, 
that is usually the default position. Most healthy human 
beings feel a natural desire to engage in meaningful work 
in the world, to get married, and to form a family of 
their own. These are natural desires. When we follow 
them prayerfully, seeking to love and serve God and 
our neighbors through them, they can become suffused 
with grace—after all, marriage itself is one of the seven 
sacraments. When that happens, these natural desires 
become—through Christ, with him, and in him—a path 
to supernatural holiness, fruitfulness, and fulfillment. 

It’s also important to remember that since these are 
natural desires, they don’t just disappear when God calls 
someone to the priesthood or consecrated life. In other 
words, even when God calls someone to the priesthood 
or consecrated life, that person will still feel a natural 
attraction to the beauty of marriage and family life—it’s 
just that they will also begin to feel an interest in another 
state of life as well. That’s why hearing and following 
God’s call takes discernment.

THE JOURNEY OF DISCERNMENT: 
FOUR STEPS

As we mature, humanly and spiritually, there usually 
comes a time when the thought of the priesthood or 
consecrated life pops into the head of a young Catholic 
man or woman. This can happen spontaneously, from 
within, when we simply find ourselves thinking about 
and maybe feeling an attraction towards that state of 
life. It can also happen surprisingly, from the outside, 
when for example someone who knows us and loves 
us asks if we have ever thought about becoming a priest 
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or consecrating our lives completely to the Lord. This 
suggestion can spark an internal reflection about our 
third vocation, or even an internal drama that involves 
a combination of excitement, confusion, and fear.

Whatever its origin, when the thought and possibility of a 
vocation to the priesthood or consecrated life appears on 
our internal radar screen, we need to pay attention to it. 
These states of life do not correspond to natural desires, 
as does the lay state of life. Rather, they correspond to our 
vision of faith. In a sense, they are intrinsically supernatural. 
This is why they are often difficult to discern: Where is 
this thought, this desire, this possibility coming from? Is it 
really an invitation from God? Is God calling me to follow 
him as a priest or consecrated person?

When the idea becomes present in our hearts and minds, 
we should not ignore these questions. Rather, we need 
to ask them honestly and humbly, and then calmly and 
intelligently seek to answer them—that’s what vocational 
discernment is all about. And how do we do that? By 
taking four steps. Whether you are currently discerning 
your vocation, or whether you find yourself in a position 
to help others in their discernment, understanding these 
four steps will be a huge help.

1:  BE GENEROUSLY FAITHFUL TODAY

The first step is the foundation of all the other steps, but 
it’s often overlooked. We can sum it up in four words: 
Be generously faithful today.

Our call comes from God, and so the better we know 
God, the deeper our relationship with him, the more 
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clearly we will be able to discern his voice in our hearts. 
That’s why the first essential step for fruitful vocational 
discernment is simply being faithful to my friendship with 
Christ today. This touches many dimensions.

It means intentionally developing our prayer life—both 
through living the sacraments deeply and through a 
sincere commitment to advance in personal prayer.

It means intentionally growing in virtue, becoming more 
like Christ in how I relate to myself, others, and the world 
around me. This requires getting to know my own selfish 
tendencies and working prudently to keep them in check, 
and eventually to replace them with Christ-like virtues. 

It also means seeking to embrace God’s will in my day-
to-day life, through obeying the commandments and the 
teaching of the Church, through creatively engaging in 
the Church’s mission of evangelization according to my 
possibilities, and through lovingly fulfilling the duties of 
my current state of life as a student, a professional, a son 
or daughter, a brother or sister, a friend, and a member 
of a parish, and any other responsibilities I may have.

In a sense, the first step to discovering our third vocation—
which state of life God is calling us to—is to live faithfully 
and energetically our second vocation, namely to follow 
Christ more and more closely in the here-and-now of 
our daily lives.

2 :  KEEP MOVING FORWARD

The second step to discern whether God is calling us to 
the priesthood or consecrated life can be summed up 
in three words: Keep moving forward. 
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Sometimes young persons will acknowledge the possibility 
of a call to the priesthood or consecrated life, but won’t 
do anything concrete about it. Instead, they just wait 
for a definitive, dramatic sign from God. They may even 
agonize over the uncertainty they experience, but they 
don’t actually make any move in response to it. 

Yet, a calling to the priesthood or the consecrated life 
flows from God’s love for us. It is an invitation to follow him 
more closely and serve his Kingdom more freely. And so 
he will never give it to us as a done deal. That would take 
away the element of friendship and relationship. It would 
make us programmed robots. That’s not what God wants. 

And so, when the thought, desire, or possibility comes 
to mind, we have to do something about it. Maybe visit a 
seminary. Maybe go on a vocational discernment retreat. 
Maybe visit a religious order or go on a mission. Maybe 
talk to a priest about how he discerned his vocation. 
Maybe start teaching Catechism class or volunteering to 
help the sisters in their apostolate of caring for the elderly 
… Eventually, maybe the next step will be to begin the 
actual application process or to join a candidacy program.

We have to keep moving. Just as couples seeking to marry 
go out on dates during their courtship, we have to keep 
taking concrete, active steps to learn about and experience 
the kind of life that we are discerning. God works within 
those efforts to give us graces of light and strength.

3:  GET HELP

The third step we need to take to discern whether God 
is calling us to the priesthood or consecrated life can be 
summed up in two words: Get help.
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We need to have someone trustworthy that we can 
talk to about what’s happening in our souls, someone 
who can help expand our limited point of view and help 
recognize how God may be leading us. They can help 
us identify some of the objective factors that have to be 
present in a vocation to the priesthood or consecrated 
life—like physical and psychological health, and sincerity 
of intention. They can also help us live the first two steps 
of discernment more fruitfully—guiding us in our prayer 
life and growth in virtue, and suggesting concrete ways to 
continue exploring a possible priestly or consecrated call.

This can be a spiritual director, a confessor, a mentor, or 
simply an older friend whose wisdom, knowledge, and 
love for God and the Church we respect. It’s more useful 
to have one person in this role than many people. In fact, 
going around telling everyone and their cousin that we 
are discerning a call to the priesthood or consecrated 
life is usually not a good idea—but we do need to be 
talking about it with someone.

4:  ASK

The fourth step for discerning our third vocation can 
be summed up in one word: ask. Ask God, calmly and 
sincerely, but persistently, to give us the light we need to 
know where he is calling us, and ask him to give us the 
strength we need to follow wherever he leads. How could 
Jesus not answer that prayer? He is the first one who 
wants us to discover our path to holiness and fruitfulness. 
He is the one who called us into existence and then called 
us to become his follower; how could he not want to 
show us what state of life he is calling us toward? If we do 
our part by sincerely opening our hearts to hear God’s 
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call and following these four steps, he will certainly do 
his part. Here’s how St. Paul put it:

AI am confident of this, that the one who began a 
good work in you will continue to complete it until 
the day of Christ Jesus.

—Philippians 1:6

FROM DISCERNMENT TO DECISION

These four steps are how we can do our part in the 
great adventure of discovering our third vocation: be 
faithful today, keep moving forward, get help, and ask. 
If we follow these steps, we can rest assured that God 
will gradually strengthen in our hearts a conviction about 
where he is calling us. He will never make it so clear that 
we are forced to say yes, and he will never make it so 
easy that we don’t have to be courageous to accept his 
call; but he will make it clear enough, and he will give us 
courage enough. And that’s when discernment has to give 
way to decision (as Jesus himself put it: “For many are 
called, but few are chosen” [Matthew 22:14, KJV]). And 
whenever we generously decide to follow where God is 
leading, a new chapter in the indescribable adventure of 
Christian discipleship is ready to be written.

The following personal questionnaire will help you apply 
these general observations to your specific situation.
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PERSONAL QUESTIONNAIRE

FOR THOSE WHO ARE DISCERNING THEIR 
STATE OF LIFE

1.	 When and how did my interest in the priesthood 
or consecrated life start? Could God have been at 
work in that?

2.	 How strong is my interest in the priesthood or 
consecrated life? Has the strength of my interest 
changed over time? Does it fluctuate? What factors 
are at work in that?

3.	 How apt are my natural talents and gifts for the state 
of life in which I have interest?

4.	 When I picture myself in that state of life, what 
feelings are stirred up in my soul? How would I 
describe those feelings?

5.	 Is my interest in this state of life truly my interest, or 
is it mixed in with wanting to please other people?

6.	 Is my interest in this state of life linked to any fears 
and/or the desire to escape from something?

7.	 Am I expecting absolute clarity from God? How willing 
am I to accept God simply making it “clear enough”?

8.	 How responsibly am I currently following the first step 
of vocational discernment: Be generously faithful today?

9.	 How responsibly am I following the second step: 
Keep Moving Forward. What is the concrete “next 
step” that I am taking?
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10.	 How responsibly am I “getting help” and how 
consistently (but calmly) am I asking God for light 
and strength? Can I improve in these two steps in 
some way? 

FOR THOSE WHO HAVE ALRE ADY DISCERNED 
THEIR STATE OF LIFE

1.	 How consistently do I pray for more vocations to 
the priesthood and consecrated life, in accordance 
with Christ’s conjunction: “He said to them, ‘The 
harvest is abundant but the laborers are few; so ask 
the master of the harvest to send out laborers for 
his harvest’” (Luke 10:2)?

2.	 What have I done recently to encourage young 
people to actively discern their calling? What more 
could I be doing?

3.	 When was the last time I asked a young man or 
woman if they had ever felt that God was calling 
them to the priesthood or consecrated life?

4.	 If I got to know a young man or woman who seemed 
to have the spiritual sensitivity and the human 
qualities necessary for the priestly or consecrated 
life, how comfortable would I be sharing that thought 
with him or her?

5.	 How sincerely do I value priestly and consecrated 
vocations in the life of the Church? How do I express that?
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FURTHER READING

If you feel moved to continue reflecting and praying about 
this theme, you may find the following books helpful:

Peter on the Shore: Vocation in Scripture and in Real Life  
by Anthony Bannon, LC

Gift and Mystery 
by St. John Paul II

Navigating the Interior Life 
by Dan Burke

A Memory for Wonders 
by Veronica Namoyo Le Goulard

Discerning the Will of God 
by Timothy Gallagher, OMV

www.vocation.com

www.pathsoflove.com
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EXPLORING MORE

Please visit our website, RCSpirituality.org, for more 
spiritual resources, and follow us on Facebook for 

regular updates: facebook.com/RCSpirituality.

If you would like to support and sponsor a Retreat 
Guide, please consider making a donation at 

RCSpirituality.org.

Retreat Guides are a service of Regnum Christi.  
RegnumChristi.org

Produced by Coronation Media.  
CoronationMedia.com

Developed & Self-published by RCSpirituality. 
RCSpirituality.org




