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On “Good Shepherd Sunday” a fortnight ago we were asked to pray specially for vocations to the priesthood and the religious life. This intention needs to be constantly in our prayers. 


The Good News first: the 2006 Annuario Pontificio, the Vatican yearbook, reported that at the end of 2004 the total number of priests worldwide was 405,891, up by 411 from 2003. About two-thirds are diocesan priests and one-third are members of religious orders. 

Since 1988, Africa and Asia have seen the steepest increases in priest numbers: up 79% and 69%, respectively. Numbers are stationary in America, because the rise in Latin America cancels out the decline in the North. Australasia/Oceania suffered a decrease of 12% and Europe of 19%. 


Since 1978 the sharp contraction in priest numbers in Europe and North America – especially in the religious orders - has caused a worldwide decline of 3.5 %. It has prevented the total number of priests from keeping pace with the 45% worldwide rise in Catholic population. So today there are 2,700 Catholics per priest, while in 1978 there were 1,800.

Many of the religious orders are still declining, although the diocesan clergy are growing. Broadly speaking, a young Third World presbyterate is replacing an elderly European clergy.

The Church has enjoyed spectacular growth in seminarian numbers since 1978. When John Paul II became Pope, there were 63,882 diocesan and religious seminarians studying philosophy and theology. 24 consecutive years of growth raised that by 77% to 113,044 in 2004. In Africa vocations to the priesthood increased by 304%, in Asia by 153%, but in Europe they were well down. 


The Congregation for the Clergy publishes various statistics about vocations. One interesting comparison is that of “vocational fecundity.”  It reveals not which celibate priests have most children, but rather the number of seminarians per priest in each country! This gives an index of “fecundity” – the rate at which the priesthood in a specific nation is replenishing itself. 

This statistic is dependent not only upon the priests, of course, but upon the whole ethos of Catholic life in the nation, and on other socio-economic options available to young men.


The overall continental rates are as follows: Africa 0.750, Asia 0.629, Latin America 0.500, Oceania 0.192, Europe 0.125, North America 0.097.  So  for every 4 African priests, there are three seminarians. Meanwhile for every 8 European priests there is only one seminarian – and he is probably in Poland, Slovakia or Ukraine!


Here is the national table:

Angola 
2.164

Nigeria 
1.159

Indonesia 
0.927

China 

0.906

Phillippines
0.887

Vietnam 
0.737

Congo 
0.688

Peru 

0.649

Korea 

0.615

Colombia 
0.597

Brazil 

0.571

India 

0.570

Tanzania 
0.560

Mexico 
0.470

Ukraine 
0.467

Slovakia 
0.350

Argentina 
0.337

Chile 

0.327

World Average 
0.277

Replacement rate  ~0.250 ?
Poland 
0.244

Hungary 
0.229

Croatia 
0.169

Portugal 
0.127

Italy 

0.113

USA 

0.105

Spain 

0.100

Austria 
0.081

Australia 
0.080

Switzerland
0.071

UK

0.071

Germany 
0.065

France 
0.059

Canada 
0.055

Holland 
0.047

Ireland 
0.039

Belgium 
0.030


There are probably few international league tables which have a nation like Angola in top place – over two seminarians for every priest. But the last shall be first and the first last.


Clearly in Africa, Latin America and Asia the Church is dynamic and flourishing. In western Europe it is largely moribund and running into severe manpower problems.


It is no accident that the nations which have most opted for liberal dissent and the “anti-Roman affect,” as noted by von Balthasar, are those where the priesthood is dwindling. 

In Belgium and the Netherlands the bottom has fallen out of the vocations market. The extreme secularization of these countries – witness for example their euthanasia legislation – reflects this loss of Christian identity. Ireland has been badly hit by the child abuse scandals. Dissident morality of the Charles Curran & his acolytes variety, created and encouraged a climate in which clerical sexual misdemeanours were widely tolerated.


The UK, Germany, France and Switzerland have all suffered a protestantised theology, widespread disloyalty to Catholic teaching, and hierarchies which in general are reluctant to tackle the problem.


The Latin lands – Italy, Spain and Portugal – with their traditional Catholicism are less severely affected and began from a higher priest population. Possibly here the demographic collapse of the general birthrate is a weightier factor, with each woman bearing on average only 1.2 or 1.3 children – far below replacement rate.

Human Life International (HLI) recently published a comparative study of vocations in different US dioceses over the period 1955-1996. They gathered statistics from the Vatican Statistical Yearbook and official Catholic directories. 


They selected 15 dioceses which could be reasonably described as "progressive," and another fifteen which they judged “orthodox”. Realising that any such classification is controversial, they tried to be as objective as possible. 

By “orthodox” they meant dioceses which had exhibited a "general predisposition of fidelity towards the Magisterium since Vatican II."  Conversely they used the word “progressive” to signify a diocese exhibiting "a general predisposition towards liberal activism and systematic toleration towards dissent from the Magisterium since Vatican II".

They carried out the classification on the basis of articles carried in four publications  - National Catholic Reporter, National Catholic Register, Commonweal and The Wanderer  - over the past 30 years. Then they submitted these lists of dioceses to several impartial referees "with extensive knowledge of the history of the American Catholic Church for confirmation and correction."

The US has over 200 dioceses and so the range across the spectrum is wider than in the [UK, where many dioceses would fall into the category of being vaguely socialist and surreptitiously disloyal to the Magisterium – in terms of Catholic moral teaching at least.] replaced with: [UK, where many dioceses are vaguely socialist and display a studied disregard of crucial aspects of Catholic moral teaching.”]

HLI assigned the following 15 dioceses to its "orthodox" category: Amarillo, Texas; Arlington, Virginia; Atlanta, Georgia; Baltimore, Maryland; Corpus Christi, Texas; Denver, Colorado; Fargo, North Dakota; Fort Wayne-South Bend, Indiana; Lincoln and Omaha, Nebraska; Peoria, Illinois; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Sioux Falls, South Dakota; Steubenville, Ohio; and Wichita, Kansas.


The following 15 dioceses were considered to belong in the "progressive" stable: Chicago, Illinois; Detroit and Grand Rapids, Michigan; Madison and Milwaukee, Wisconsin; New Ulm, Minnesota; Phoenix, Arizona; Portland, Maine; Rockville Centre, New York; Los Angeles, San Bernadino, San Diego and San Francisco, California; Seattle, Washington; and Tucson, Arizona.


 What did the statistical analysis reveal? Two patterns were clear: 

There are nearly twice as many diocesan priests per thousand practising Catholics in orthodox dioceses (2.057) as there are in progressive dioceses (1.075).The number of diocesan priests per thousand active Catholics in orthodox dioceses has increased by 12% from 1.83 in 1956, to 2.057 in 1996. The number in progressive dioceses has been steadily declining for four decades, falling 17% from 1.29 in 1956, to 1.075 in 1996.
A second analysis looked at priestly ordinations between 1986 to 1996. The rate of ordinations in orthodox dioceses was nearly five times that in progressive dioceses (53 vs. 11 per million active Catholics).
The ordination rate in orthodox dioceses is trending upwards (from 34 per million up to 53 from between 1986 and 1996), while the rate in progressive dioceses, continues to decline (16 down to 11). 
To my mind the reason is quite simple. No young man worth his salt will give up a good career, his life prospects, a wife and children, merely to sermonize about a wishy-washy politically-correct “Catholic-lite,” with no sin, no grace, no truth, no falsehood, no heaven, no hell. Even if ordained, why should anyone persevere in this limp-wristed equivocation, unless they are too lame to get out and earn themselves an honest living?

Dedicated young men will however make a great sacrifice in order to bring God Himself down upon our altars, to teach the saving truths of Jesus’ own Revelation, to absolve sins and to save souls from eternal hell fire.
One might have guessed from the outset that in those dioceses where the sacred character of the ordained priesthood is emphasised, liturgies are devoutly celebrated as per the rubrics, and doctrinal orthodoxy is promoted, do attract more recruits - as in fact the studies confirmed. 
Apparently the old rule of thumb was that a diocese with x priests needs x/5 seminarians to keep its priest numbers steady. i.e. a diocese with 100 priests needs at least 20 seminarians. The seminary course is six years, and this calculation assumes an average length of service of 30 years per priest, allowing for illness and deaths, desertions and others who work for 60 years! One suspects however that this x/5 ratio may have assumed an average ordination age of about 25, and a low dropout rate in seminary. x/4 might be a more accurate ratio now.
England’s largest northern diocese currently has seven major seminarians. If this state of affairs continued indefinitely, it would eventually yield a total presbyterate of about 30 priests – 10 to run the Curia, be hospital, prison, army chaplains etc, and 20 to run 200 parishes. Meltdown? Check the figures for your own diocese. Then start praying! 
