
A BASIC SCHEME FOR PRIESTLY TRAINING January 6, 1970 
RATIO FUNDAMENTALIS INSTITUTIONIS SACERDOTALIS ISSUED BY THE SACRED 

CONGREGATION FOR CATHOLIC EDUCATION 

At the Synod of Bishops, held in Rome in October, 1967, the following request was put by the 

Cardinal Prefect of the Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education, and met with the approval of the 

Fathers: 

“Would it seem opportune to list the themes which ought to be included in all Schemes for Priestly 

Training, and to prepare, in collaboration with the Episcopal Conferences, a Basic Scheme (Ratio 

Fundamentalis), in accordance with the Decree Optatam totius and the other conciliar documents; in 

the next plenary meeting of the Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education this Scheme should be 

examined and drawn up definitively, so as to serve as a norm for all Schemes 

later to be made: its purpose being to preserve unity and at the same time allow sound variety.” 

As regards the list of themes mentioned above, the Sacred Congregation prepared a special index, 

entitled De Ratione Institutionis sacerdotalis iuxta documenta Concilii Vaticani II renovanda 

(Reforming the Scheme for Priestly Training according to the documents of Vatican Council II), and 

sent this to the individual Episcopal Conferences, to assist them in their work. 

As for the second task, drawing up a Basic Scheme, its text is here put before the Episcopal 

Conferences as a necessary way to preserve unity in variety. 

To clarify further its importance and purpose, the following points should be kept in view: 

1. This document is intended to indicate to the Episcopal Conferences, whose task it is to draw up 

Schemes for Priestly Training proper to each nation, the solid foundations for carrying out or 

completing this serious task; also to supply sure standards to the Sacred Congregation for Catholic 

Education in its examination and approval of individual Schemes in accordance with the Decree 

Optatam totius, no. 1. 

 An Obligatory Document 

 2. Since this document has been worked through by delegates of the Episcopal Conferences, and 

approved by the Holy See, it is to be taken as obligatory as regards its principal points (which are 

more precisely defined later), so that it may become the norm for the drawing up of individual 

Schemes, as the First Synod of Bishops decided. 

The more easily to distinguish what is essential and therefore necessarily to be observed from what is 

not to be so considered, the following points must be noted: 

a) For the most part it is clear from the nature of the matter itself what is of necessity required 

everywhere for the right formation of future priests. 

b) In some paragraphs elements which must be held essential, but which can (still) vary according to 

local circumstances, are clearly indicated: cf. e.g. nos. 50 (general coordination of studies), 75, 80, 81 

(study programs, the drawing-up of syllabuses), 93, examinations, 84, 101 (how to meet needs for 

special study and completion of post-Seminary formation). 



c) Some points are mentioned simply by way of example or practical advice for the easier application 

of the principles laid down: cf. e.g. nos. 9 (variety of means for fostering vocations), 

39, 40, 41 (the need for serious trial is laid down, but certain means to obtain it are 

only recommended), 48, 49, 50, 51 (virtues and qualities proper to the priest are stated, but some 

means and methods of developing them are only proposed), 52, 53, 54, 56 (the necessity of certain 

helps to spiritual life is affirmed, but they are not to be considered exhaustive), 91 (necessity 

affirmed, but not way of revising teaching methods); 27 (list of various Superiors), 29 (activity and 

way of life of Superiors, e.g. community life), 31, 36 (variety of means for achieving right 

pedagogical and scientific approach), 38 (what is said in the concrete about Professors’ combined 

work, e.g. “they should meet at least once a month”), 67, 68 (the way in which training of alumni can 

be brought to a richer completion), 89 (reading of books in common to sharpen critical sense), 90 

(the coordinator of studies), 94, 95, 97, 98, 99 (the objects, places and times of pastoral exercises are 

mentioned only by way of examples)]. 

If in some nations or regions situations exist which demand special adaptations of priestly formation 

even in important points, adaptations beyond the scope of this Basic Scheme, the matter must be 

dealt with between the Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education and the Episcopal Conferences 

of those places. 

3. As is obvious from the nature of the case, the Document indicates only certain more general basic 

principles, on which the Episcopal Conferences must rely when defining their own rules. Its task is to 

point out suitable ways of meeting the various needs of priestly training, and to draw certain limits 

within which the life of Seminaries may safely go ahead. 

According to the nature of its various subjects, therefore, the Document often foresees differing 

situations, in which individual Conferences will be able to choose their own path, more in keeping 

with the local conditions (cf. nos. 17, 18, 19, 42, 60, 63, 83, 84, 85, 97, 98, 101). Thus it aims at the 

greater good of every nation, not holding up their endeavors and undertakings, but stimulating them. 

4. Some of the norms proposed in the Document are already drawn up in the form of separate 

sections which, if desired, may be inserted whole into national Scheme for Priestly Training (e.g. 

nos. 5-7, 11-14, 16, 20-26, 28-41, 44-58, 67-74, 76-79, 82, 86-89, 94-95, 99); others, on the other 

hand, just put forward principles to guide the necessary further elaboration (e.g. nos. 9, 15, 19, 27, 

42, 43, 61-66, 75, 80, 93, 98,99,101). 

5. In the drawing-up of the Document, three main requirements had to be met as far as possible: 

clarity, to do away with the dubious views about priestly training which are being spread about here 

and there in our day; universality, to supply, with the variety of conditions in view, suitable norms 

for the making of rules adapted to different localities; actuality, i.e. after special consideration of the 

problems of our time in priestly training, to apply remedies for the dangers arising. 

6. The Document is deeply penetrated with the spirit of the Second Vatican Council, and in places 

recalls its exact words. Experience teaches that it is not a waste of time to present some of the 

Council’s obligatory rules and principles again and again, to prevent their being neglected because 

not expressly mentioned in the Basic Scheme (e.g. nos. 11, 13, 20, 29,30,44,45) 

7. Therefore the Document took for itself the following rules, in order to be of the greatest possible 

assistance to the Episcopal Conferences in the preparing or revising a Scheme for Priestly Training: 

to omit nothing that seemed useful; to add nothing superfluous; to lay down nothing that was not 



universally valid; always to pay attention to modern conditions. This multiple aim laid down, it was 

impossible to avoid some defect in the proportion of the parts, since some matters demanded more 

ample treatment, some more brief; some needed the style of a code of laws, others of a directory: 

elegance must yield to necessity. 

INTRODUCTION 

By the decree De institutione sacerdotali (On Training or the Priesthood), the Second Vatican 

Council provided the principal and more general rules for today’s efforts towards Seminary reform, 

to insure that these efforts might go forward safely, and produce a salutary increase of piety, learning 

andpastoral zeal in candidates for the priesthood. Certain further determinations the needed in order 

that the reforms may be adapted in the best possible way to the special needs of individual 

nations, and for the preservation of that unity and that image of the Catholic priesthood which it 

demands of its very nature, and on which the Council earnestly insisted. 

With this twofold need in view, the Basic Scheme for Priestly Training here proposed has been 

worked out by the Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education and the delegates of the Episcopal 

Conferences, in common effort and consultation. Their constant care and sincere prayer, too, was to 

express in this document the genuine spirit and pastoral purpose of the Second Vatican Council; also 

that these, expressed in more clearly defined form, might be more effective towards fitting the work 

of education in Seminaries to the new needs of our times. 

1. In what sense the Second Vatican Council confirms the validity of Seminary training 

In the Second Vatican Council, the Church decreed that its experience of Seminaries, tried out for 

many centuries, was to be maintained as valid, affirming that Seminaries were necessary as 

institutions set up for the formation of priests, and provided with those excellent educational features 

which, combined with others, can effectively promote the integral formation of future priests.(2) 

However, while confirming afresh this well-tried path to the priesthood, it by no means wished to 

pass over in silence the manifold and varied needs arising, in course of time, from out-dated means or 

changed conditions; it allowed for, or even prescribed not a few changes to increase the power and 

pedagogical efficacy of this useful institution. 

Although the Council differentiated between Seminaries which are called Major and those called 

Minor, or Junior, it determined certain principles valid for both.(3) Before the particular problems of 

each are brought out, however, it is first necessary to give careful consideration to what is in a way 

presupposed in all that is to be said below: the Seminary, as a community of young men,(4) derives 

its primary force and fitness to train future priests from its own circumstances and way of life; here 

the young men live; its air, one may say, they breathe; they themselves have a part in determining 

and reforming its character. It is a question of various concurrent factors, both internal and external; 

of the structure of the whole community, and of its spirit, which can check or promote improvement, 

whose influence is, in varying degrees, apparent in everything. 

In this situation, then, the primary duty of the Superiors is to obtain the collaboration of all 

concerned, in order to produce and perfect this spiritual climate. It should be such as to insure that 

whoever enters the Seminary may find there the aids necessary for developing his own vocation and 

carrying out God’s will wholly and entirely.(5) The material setting should not be reckoned as of 

little importance towards this purpose: the sober and suitable arrangement, that is, of site, buildings, 

furniture and so on, adequate for the life the young men are leading. 

2. Position of modern youth as regards education 



In any sound reform of Seminaries, moreover, present day circumstances and their special 

educational needs must certainly be considered.(7) The young men who are called by Divine 

Providence to exercise the priestly office among men of our time bring, a special dispositions that 

match the mind and attitudes of modern men. So, as their outlook manifests itself at various times, 

one observes in them an ardent longing for sincerity and truth; they are noticeably very prone to take 

up everything new and out-of-the-ordinary; they admire the world with its scientific and technical 

progress; we see them wanting to work their way more deeply into the world to serve it, with a sense 

of “solidarity,” particularly with the poorer classes and the oppressed, and a spirit of community. But 

besides all this they have clearly a distrust for everything old and traditionally accepted; they cannot 

make up their minds, and are inconsistent in putting plans into effect; they show a lack of docility-

very necessary for spiritual progress-with a disposition difficult and critical towards authority and the 

various institutions of civil and ecclesiastical society, etc.(8) In this pedagogical work, the educator 

not only does not neglect these special qualities, but endeavors to understand them, and to turn them, 

as far as he can, to his purpose of formation, with the cooperation of the future priests themselves: he 

makes a clear distinction always between what is more useful for better priestly formation and what 

is less useful, not useful at all, or an actual obstacle. All things considered, it is impossible to ignore 

the fact that in these last years particularly there are problems, originating from youth or from 

modern society, which exercise a powerful influence on the whole work of formation, and therefore 

demand greater efforts from educators. 

Two features of modern youth need particular attention: their keener sense of their own dignity as 

persons, and their keener feeling for the things and the men of this world, whether for its undoubted 

goods, or its particular spiritual situation, which displays more perceptibly as the days go by the 

effects of a neglect of religion.(9) These two factors combine with others in their hearts and create a 

kind of common mentality, one which requires in Seminaries, besides other remedial measures, a 

greater esteem for the person, and the removal of anything whose reason is an unjustified 

“convention”: everything must be done in accordance with truth and charity; genuine dialogue must 

be established among all parties; more numerous contacts with the world must be encouraged, to 

meet the just needs of right formation; finally, everything that is prescribed or demanded should 

show the reason on which it is based, and should be carried out in freedom.(10) 

If these things require the revision of certain elements of training accepted from past practice, they 

also demand a genuine pedagogical effort, one relying on mutual trust and understanding, with a 

right notion of freedom, and particularly the knowledge of how to distinguish the means and the ends 

of education. For if useful dialogue and fruitful inquiry about means can be instituted in collaboration 

with the students, at all times and from the beginning there should be kept well in view the purpose 

of the Seminary and of all education, as the basis of all considerations,(11) to which any discussion 

of this kind must be referred. The more clearly the sublime purpose of their formation is put before 

the young men, the more willingly will they join forces to seek means best fitted to attain it. Guided 

by their resolve to promote the common good, and by the will of God, they will arrive at a true sense 

of freedom and authority. 

3. Catholic priesthood as the proper end of priestly education 

The proper end of priestly education is based on the idea of Catholic priesthood as it arises from 

divine revelation, clarified by the constant tradition and magisterium of the Church. This teaching, 

which must be the formative element in every Scheme of Priestly Training, infusing therein its 

special force and significance, can be taken from the very words of the Second Vatican Council. 



All priestly power and ministry in the Catholic Church derives its origin from the unique and eternal 

priesthood of Christ, who was sanctified by the Father and sent into the world (cf. Jn. 10:36), and 

made his apostles in the first place, and their successors, the bishops, sharers in the same priesthood. 

In different ways the various members of the Church share in that one same priesthood of Christ: the 

general, or common, priesthood of the faithful constitutes a certain simple degree of this sharing, the 

faithful who through baptism and the anointing of the Holy Spirit “receive consecration as a spiritual 

house, a holy priesthood. It is their task, in every employment, to offer the spiritual sacrifices of a 

Christian man.”(12) Priests share in the priesthood of Christ in a different way: they “do not possess 

the high dignity of the Pontificate they are dependent on bishops for the exercise of their power. 

They are nevertheless united to them in priestly honor. In virtue of the sacrament of order, they are 

consecrated in the likeness of Christ, high and eternal priest (cf. Heb. 5:1-10; 7:24; 9:11-28), as 

genuine priests of the New Testament, for the work of preaching the gospel, tending the faithful, and 

celebrating divine worship.”(13) For this reason, therefore, the ministerial priesthood of priests 

surpasses the general priesthood of the faithful, since through it some in the body of the Church are 

assimilated to Christ the Head, and are promoted “to serve Christ, their Master, Priest and King, and 

to share his ministry. Thus the Church on earth is constantly built up into the People of God, the 

Body of Christ and Temple of the Holy Spirit.”(14) 

“There is an essential difference between the faithful’s priesthood in common and the priesthood of 

the ministry or the hierarchy, and not just a difference of degree. Nevertheless, there is an ordered 

relation between them: one and the other has its special way of sharing the single priesthood of 

Christ.”(15) When raised to the priesthood, priests enter into manifold relationships with their own 

Bishop, with all other priests, and with the people of God.(16) For “since all priests share one and the 

same priesthood and ministry of Christ with the Bishop, the very unity of their ordination and 

function demands their communion in the hierarchy with the Order of Bishops…Bishops, therefore, 

must regard their priests as indispensable helpers and advisers in the ministry and office of teaching, 

sanctifying and nourishing the people of God.”(17) Together with their Bishop “they make a single 

priesthood, though there is a difference in the duties by which it is carried into effect. They render the 

Bishop present, in a way, in individual local communities. Their association with him is marked by 

confidence and generosity. To the best of their ability they shoulder his tasks and anxieties and make 

the exercise of them their daily care.”(18) 

This true sharing in one and the same diocesan priesthood creates many close ties among the priests 

themselves; “priests in virtue of their ordination are established in the priestly Order and are 

intimately united in sacramental brotherhood,” “which should be spontaneously and cheerfully 

demonstrated in mutual help-spiritual and material alike, pastoral and personal-shown too in reunions 

and a fellowship of life, work and charity”(20); “in this way priests display that unity by which 

Christ desired his own to be made perfect in one, in order that the world might know that the Son was 

sent by the Father.”(21) Every priest, however, is taken from among the people of God in order to be 

appointed on behalf of the same people. Though by the sacrament of order they exercise the office of 

father and teacher, “they too, like the faithful, are our Lord’s disciples, and are called by God’s grace 

to share his kingdom. For they are brothers among brothers with all who have been reborn in the font 

of baptism. They are likewise members of the one same Body of Christ which all Christians are 

called to build up.”(22) Therefore “they must, like fathers in Christ, take care of the faithful, by 

baptism and instruction (cf. 1 Cor. 4:15; 1 Pet. 2:23). Being examples to the flock (1 Pet. 5:3), they 

must take charge of their local community and serve it in such a way that it may deserve to be given 

the title of the Church of God (cf. 1 Cor. 1:2; 2 Cor. 1:1) which is the titlethat d istinguishes the one 

People of God in its entirety. They must be mindful of their obligation truly to show the face of the 

priest’s and pastor’s ministry to believers and unbelievers, to Catholics and non-Catholics, by their 



daily life and care; to bear witness to all of truth and life; as good shepherds, to search out even those 

(cf. Lk. 15:4-7) who after baptism in the Catholic Church have fallen away from sacramental 

practice, or worse still, from belief,”(23) that through their tireless work “the Church as the universal 

sacrament of salvation”(24) may shine out before all men and become the sign of God’s presence in 

the world.(25) “Together with the Religious and their faithful, they should show by their lives and 

utterance that the Church, merely by its presence here with all that it has to offer, is an inexhaustible 

source of those virtues which the world needs today.”(26) 

“A priest, however, has a duty not only to his own flock but to the whole community, to which he 

must strive to give a truly Christian character,”(27) which should be penetrated with a genuine 

missionary spirit and one of Catholic universality.  

Ministry of the Word 

 The priestly ministry as expounded by the Second Vatican Council is chiefly put into practice in the 

ministry of the Word and the work of sanctification. 

“Since nobody can be saved without faith, the first duty of priests as fellow workers with the Bishops 

is to preach the Gospel to all men,”(28) carrying out our Lord’s command: Go into the whole world 

and preach the Gospel to every creature (Mk. 16:16). This they fulfill when “being on good terms 

with people, they turn them to God; or by preaching openly they proclaim the mystery of Christ to 

unbelievers; or give Christian instruction or explain the Church’s teaching, or endeavor to discuss 

contemporary problems in the light of Christ’s word.”(29) 

The aim of the ministry of the Word is to bring men to faith and the sacrament of salvation, and it 

attains its peak in the celebration of the Eucharist: “The mightiest exercise of their sacred office is at 

the eucharistic worship or assembly. There, acting in the person of Christ, they make the 

proclamation of His mystery; they unite the aspirations of the faithful with the sacrifice of their head: 

in the sacrifice of the Mass, until the coming of the Lord (cf. 1 Cor. 11:26), they present and apply 

the sole sacrifice of the New Testament, the single offering Christ makes of Himself as an 

unblemished victim to the Father (cf. Heb. 9:11-28). The ministration of reconciliation and relief is 

their high function on behalf of penitent or sick faithful. They convey the needs of the faithful and 

their prayers to God the Father (cf. Heb. 5:1-4).”(30) Thus the office of preaching has as its special 

characteristic that it must be completed by the work of sanctification, by which the priest, acting in 

the person of Christ, cooperates in building up the Church. 

The priest presides over the People of God when they are gathered together, through the preaching of 

the Gospel, through the sacraments, and above all through the celebration of the Eucharist. He 

should, therefore, be such a man as can likewise be recognized by everyone as acting in the place of 

Christ the Head; for “priests with the authority they have been given carry on the work of Christ their 

Leader and Shepherd. In the name of the Bishop they gather the family of God together into one 

united brotherhood. In union with the Holy Spirit they lead them through Christ to God the Father. 

To enable them to do this, or any other priestly work, priests receive spiritual strength.”(31) By this 

power the priestly or hierarchic ministry differs from the general priesthood of the faithful not only in 

degree but essentially.(32) For though the faithful can and must have some part in the task of 

spreading the Gospel and in pastoral duties,(33) only the man who has received the sacred order of 

priesthood can fully exercise the sacramental ministry, above all that of the Eucharist, from which the 

other ministries derive, and to which they are directed. And so, set apart for the Gospel of God (Rom. 

1:1) he should not hesitate to dedicate his whole life to the service of God and man, indeed to lay 

down his life for his sheep.(34) 



4. Activity and life of the priest today 

The priestly office, as essentially defined by the Church, is today carried out in an entirely new 

situation, which comes to light as a result of mankind’s new needs, and from the nature of modern 

civilization.(35) 

The main factors today determining mankind’s needs arise from the heightened regard for the human 

person, or the progressive alteration of the religious sense. If not always openly and in fact, at least 

virtually, the dignity of every man is acknowledged, his right to progress, to manifest his mind freely, 

to have a part in his own development and in that of the material world. As man’s dominion in the 

world grows more complete, in conjunction with great changes in society, less room is granted to 

traditionally accepted forms of Christian life. While, in the general upheaval, Christian groups 

display a more personal form of religious life, which shows itself in special reverence for the Word 

of God and the sacred liturgy, and in the acquisition of a more mature conscience. The number is 

daily increasing, too, of those who are partly or wholly losing their due familiarity with the Church, 

and leaning towards a natural sort of religion and ethic. Indeed, all too often they go to such lengths 

that atheism-once restricted rather to philosophers-is becoming ever more common, little by little 

affecting the minds of great numbers of people. These various features of modern civilization must 

be constantly borne in mind, since the life and activity of the priest, and his preparation for his task 

must have reference to them.(36) 

Through the various ways of social communication, young men who today enter a Seminary are 

closely attached to that kind of society, and their outlook is affected by problems concerning religion, 

especially priestly activity and life. They often approach theological studies with a sincere will to 

serve God and men in the priestly life, without, however, what was formerly the normal thing, a 

confident and clear grasp of the benefits of religion, of which they must at sometime become the 

heralds and administrators. These things from time to time cause grave difficulties to arise in the 

Seminary,,yet they form the true and principal object of education, to which superiors must give 

special care and attention. In their method of formation they should first of all try, not so much to 

remove these various obstacles by some sudden, radical intervention, but rather step by step to purify 

minds and intentions. In particular, they should employ prudent judgment and moderation, to insure 

that the sound element in the young men’s aims may steadily grow and gain strength; thus their 

priestly life and work may in the future bear richer fruit. 

The generous and keen spirit of the young men will help towards this end, and their zeal to be of use 

to human society; even at times also the doubts they must overcome and their critical examination of 

the faith: since the people to whom they will be sent as priests, whose religious outlook is full of 

doubt and uncertainty, will not accept a priest’s teaching authority easily and without reaction; nor 

are they going to believe and hold uncritically and without prejudice the doctrine which the priest 

tries, ex officio, to teach them. The young men, then, must be so trained that this particular situation, 

which they at present experience with the whole Church, may not only not lead them into any danger 

of spiritual collapse, but in fact stimulate them, with firm hope and faith in God, to try new ways and 

means of easier communication with the men of today. For the world “now entrusted to the pastors of 

the Church to cherish and serve, was so loved by God that for its sake He gave His only-begotten 

Son (cf. Jn. 3:16). Indeed this world, held down by many sins, does in fact possess abundant 

possibilities and could provide the living stones (cf. 1 Pet. 2:5) with which to build a dwelling place 

for God in the Spirit (cf. Eph. 2:22). The same Holy Spirit, while urging on the Church to open up 

new ways of approach to the world of today, inspires and fosters timely adaptations for the priestly 

ministry.”(36) 



This up-to-date adjusting of priestly activity and life is at present causing anxious concern in many 

minds, and raising all kinds of questions everywhere. Hence, too, much discussion and writing, and 

many proposals about the priest himself, his nature, his proper place in society, his style of life, his 

better preparation for more effective fulfillment of his task.(38) The Seminary, obviously, must never 

be unaware of these things nor ever neglect them; but on the other hand must carefully guard and 

preserve what the priesthood possesses of certain and lasting good. The task of this Ratio 

Fundamentalis will be to safeguard this acquired good; the Episcopal Conferences, with full freedom, 

will see to the adaptation to the needs of time and place of other contingent elements. 

GENERAL RULES 

1. The Scheme for Priestly Training drawn up by an Episcopal Conference in accordance with no. 1 

of the Decree Optatam totius, is approved by the Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education first of 

all “ad experimentum,” for trial. 

If within the period of trial some urgent need arises to adapt the Scheme in any part to fresh 

circumstances, such changes are not excluded as long as the Holy See is informed in good time 

Before the period of trial is finished, the Episcopal conference’s scheme will be revised in the light of 

experience by the Episcopal Commission for Seminaries, with the help of experts, and will be 

submitted for fresh approval of the Sacred Congregation. 

Such revision and approbation will afterwards be repeated at certain times, as shall seem necessary or 

useful to the individual Episcopal Conferences. 

The right and duty of drawing up a Scheme for Priestly Training in their own nation or region, and of 

approving special experimentation as may seem opportune, belong to the Episcopal Conference 

alone, and not to individual Bishops. 

2. The rules of a Scheme thus worked out are to be observed in all the Seminaries for diocesan 

clergy, whether regional or national; their particular adaptations will be determined by the competent 

Bishops in the Rule of Life proper to each Seminary. 

Training Schemes of religious institutes are also to be adapted to these rules, comparing like with 

like.(37) 

Where Seminary students carry out their philosophical and theological studies in faculties or other 

institutions of higher studies, for what pertains to studies, reference should be made to the rules laid 

down by the Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education in the document Normae quaedam(42) 

under no. 33. 

3. The Scheme embraces basic priestly training under its human, spiritual, intellectual and pastoral 

aspects these parts must be aptly fitted together to insure that the priest is prepared for the needs of 

our time. 

4. It is of primary importance that all priestly training, while taking account of the documents of the 

Holy See concerned with the formation of students, should conform to the spirit and norms of the 

Second Vatican Council, as they clearly appear in the Decree Optatam totius and in the other 

Constitutions and Decrees which touch on the education of clerics.(43) 

THE PASTORAL CARE OF VOCATIONS 



5. Vocation to the priesthood has its setting in the wider field of Christian vocation, as rooted in the 

sacrament of Baptism, by which the People of God “is founded by Christ for a fellowship of life, 

charity and truth it is taken up by Him as the instrument of salvation for all men; it is sent on 

a mission to the world at large as the light of the world and the salt of the earth (cf. Mt. 5:13-

16).”(44) This vocation, aroused by the Holy Spirit, “who dispenses His gifts in variety, for 

the Church’s advantage, according to His wealth and the requirements of the ministries (cf. 1 Cor. 

12:1-11),”(45) is aimed at the building up of the Body of Christ in which “there exists a diversity of 

members and functions.”(46) 

6. As manifestations of the unsearchable riches of Christ (cf. Eph. 3:8) in the Church, all vocations 

claim high esteem, and therefore must be developed with all care and concern towards their maturity 

and increase. It is, then, for the whole Christian community,(47) but in a special way for priests, “as 

educators in the faith, themselves or through others, to train each of the faithful to follow his vocation 

according to the Gospel, and practice sincere and fruitful charity. They must show the faithful by the 

light of the Holy Spirit how to use that liberty with which Christ has made us free”(48) so that they 

“may reach their Christian maturity.”(49) 

7. Among the many vocations unceasingly aroused by the Holy Spirit in the People of God, the 

vocation to a state of perfection, and above all the vocation to the priesthood has a special 

importance. By the latter a Christian is chosen by God(50) to share in the hierarchical priesthood of 

Christ “to nourish the Church by the Word and grace of God.”(51) At the different stages of life this 

vocation shows itself in different ways: in youths, in men of more mature years, and also, as the 

constant experience of the Church testifies, in boys-in whom it not infrequently shows itself, like a 

“seed,” in company with a distinct piety, an ardent love of God and neighbor, and a leaning towards 

the apostolate.(52) 

8. From consideration of the great needs of Christ’s faithful and an understanding of our divine 

Savior’s invitation to all: “Pray the Lord of the harvest to send laborers into his harvest” (Mt. 9:38; 

Lk 10:2), it is obviously a serious duty for the whole Christian community continually and in faith to 

foster religious and especially priestly vocations. Therefore in every diocese, region, or nation, a 

vocations organization should be established and build up, in accordance with the pontifical 

documents on the matter. Its function is the due coordination of all that belongs to pastoral action for 

the fostering of vocations, neglecting no suitable means, and to promote this work with equal 

prudence and zeal.(53) 

“This vigorous collaboration of all God’s People springs up in response to the initiatives of Divine 

Providence, which endows with the natural qualities they need those whom God has chosen to share 

the hierarchic priesthood of Christ, and assists them by His grace. At the same time, God leaves the 

rightful ministers of the Church to designate as acceptable those candidates whose acknowledged 

fitness is combined with the complete freedom and honest purpose essential in those who seek so 

great a role. Once she has accepted them, the Church then dedicates them by the seal of the Holy 

Spirit for the worship of God and the service of the Church.”(54) 

To promote the organization and foster vocations, Bishops should take the greatest care to make use 

of the combined efforts of priests, religious and lay people, especially of parents and teachers,(55) 

and also of Catholic associations, on the pattern of any general, organically coordinated pastoral care. 



9. Everything necessary to obtain vocations from God should be encouraged, in the first place the 

prayer demanded by Christ Himself (cf. Mt. 9:39; Lk. 10:2). Private prayer is called for, and prayer 

in common at suitable times in the liturgical year, and on solemn occasions fixed by ecclesiastical 

authority. This is the primary purpose of the World Day for Vocations, instituted by the Holy See, to 

be kept every year by the Church throughout the world.(56) Everything, too, should be encouraged 

that can rouse and open men’s minds to recognize and welcome a divine vocation. The example of 

priests “who openly manifest true paschal joy”(57); well-organized pastoral care of youth in the 

dioceses; sermons and catechesis that treat of vocation; spiritual preparation such as retreats: all 

should be regarded as important features of this pastoral work. 

This activity should observe the laws of sound psychology and pedagogy, and must be aimed at men 

of different ages; but nowadays fresh effort is urgently needed: more men show a vocation at a more 

mature age (sometimes after practicing a career): special undertakings and programs are demanded to 

detect, develop and form vocations.(58) 

10. The fostering of vocations should be done in a generous spirit, not only for each one’s diocese 

and nation, but also for other dioceses and other nations: the needs of the universal Church should be 

remembered, and the action of God who calls individuals to different tasks: to the secular priesthood, 

or missionary work, or to the religious institutions. To make this end easier of attainment, single 

centers are desirable in the individual dioceses, which may be expressions of the cooperation and 

unity existing between both clergies, diocesan and religious, in favor of all vocations.(59)  

III MINOR SEMINARIES(60) AND OTHER INSTITUTIONS FOUNDED FOR THE SAME 

PURPOSE 

11. The specific purpose of the minor Seminary is to help boys who seem to show the initial signs of 

vocation to recognize this vocation more easily and clearly, and to respond to it. In a matter 

demanding so much prudence and judgment, which can be dealt with only by the light and guidance 

of the Holy Spirit, who distributes His gifts as He wills (cf 1 Cor. 12:11), candidates should be led by 

superiors, parents, the parish community, and others concerned, to respond faithfully to the intentions 

of divine Providence; to live up the their baptismal consecration ever more completely, and fulfill it; 

and to advance in the spirit of the apostolate: thus in the end they may be better prepared to see the 

sublime gift of their vocation in its real nature, and if lawful authority approves, to embrace it freely 

and gladly.(61) 

A vocation to the priesthood, though a supernatural and entirely gratuitous gift, is necessarily based 

on natural endowments: if any is lacking, it is to be doubted if a vocation is really there. Hence the 

young students must be carefully examined as regards their families, their physical, psychological, 

moral and intellectual qualities; in order that sure factors for a judgment of their fitness may be had 

in good time.(62) 

12. The Minor Seminary should be given due importance in the life of the diocese. It must be 

prudently open to this life and form part of it. Then it may not only attract the ready cooperation of 

faithful and clergy, but also-as the center of pastoral care for vocations-exercise a beneficent and 

effective influence on the young students, promoting their spiritual progress. From this opportune 

contact with the outside world, they should learn, according to their ability, to grasp the more 

important problems of the Church and of human life, and to interpret them in a Christian spirit, and 

in this way they will make steady progress in the spirit of the Church and of her mission.(63) 



Due and necessary contacts should be maintained also with their own families and contemporaries, as 

they need these contacts for a sound psychological, and particularly, emotional development. The 

right sort of spiritual help should be given to their families to enable them to take ever more effective 

care of vocations, working in union with the Seminary.(64) 

13. The young seminarians should lead a life suited to their age and development, in line with the 

sound rules of psychology and pedagogy. Carefully to be avoided is anything that could lessen in any 

way their free choice of state; and it must always be borne in mind that among them there are some 

who see the priesthood clearly as their goal, others who admit it as a possibility; and others who 

show themselves hesitant and doubtful about their vocation, yet are well gifted and do not cause all 

hope to disappear of their ability to reach the priesthood.(65) 

All factors demand in the Minor Seminary a lively familiar trust towards Superiors and brotherly 

friendship among the students, so that all may grow into one family, with the possibility of 

developing their own natural selves in the right way and in accordance with the plans of divine 

Providence.(66) 

14. In his spiritual formation, every student should be helped by suitable direction, so that all his 

physical, moral, intellectual and emotional faculties develop harmoniously, and he becomes imbued 

with an increasing sense of justice, of sincerity, and of brotherly friendship; with appreciation of truth 

and of just freedom, and with a sense of duty. With all the elements of his nature developed with 

proper care,(67) he may be the more easily disposed to follow Christ our Redeemer with a generous 

and pure heart, and serve Him in an apostolic life.(68) 

The principal and necessary factor in this spiritual formation of the student is the life of the liturgy, in 

which they should take part with growing appreciation as they grow in age; and likewise other 

devotional exercises, either of daily practice or to be fixed for specified times in the Seminary 

Rule. These practices should be designed for Christian youths, and they should carry them out gladly 

and willingly.(69) 

15. The Seminary should have its own rules for the other elements of its life, too, suitably arranging 

the various duties of the students and their activities throughout the day and the whole year.(70) 

16. The students should complete the curriculum of studies which is demanded in their own country 

as a preliminary to studies of university standard; but so far as the program of studies allows, they 

should also cultivate the studies that are necessary or useful for candidates for the priesthood. As a 

general rule they should endeavor to acquire a public certificate of studies, so as to be on a par with 

other young people, and have the possibility of taking up another way of life should they be found 

not to have a priestly vocation.(71) 

17. These studies should be done either in the Seminary’s own school, or if the bishops judge it 

better, for local conditions, and it can be done prudently, in Catholic schools outside, or even in 

others. 

18. The same purpose is served by institutions that have been established in various places, colleges, 

i.e., and schools, etc., in which budding priestly vocations are cared for and developed alongside 

other students. Similar rules should be laid down for these institutions, to provide for the solid 

Christian education of their pupils, and the right training needed for higher studies; to cater also for 

their interest in apostolic work through various associations and other aids.(72) 



19. As the needs of each nation demand, there should be built and developed institutions destined for 

the formation of those who are called to the priesthood at a more advanced age. With the help of the 

bishops of the region or of the country, these houses for special priestly formation should be planned 

and equipped the correspond fully with their established purpose.(73) 

Such foundations ought to have their own Rule of devotional practice, discipline and studies: its aim, 

taking into account the previous training of the individual students, is to ensure them through suitable 

methods of teaching and training, the spiritual and scientific formation which may appear necessary 

as a preliminary to ecclesiastical studies. 

With reference to local conditions, it will have to be decided whether the students should be set to 

normal seminary curricula after completing a suitable period of school work, or placed in special 

philosophical and theological schools.  

IV MAJOR SEMINARIES (74) 

20. The Major Seminary accepts students who, after finishing Grammar School or High School 

studies, desire strictly priestly training. The aim of the Seminary is the more explicit and fuller 

development of a vocation; and, after the example of our Lord, Jesus Christ, Teacher, Priest and 

Pastor, to form and produce true pastors of souls for the ministry of teaching, sanctifying and ruling 

the People of God.(75) 

21. A Major Seminary cannot be set up and kept in being without the following elements: a suitable 

number of students; superiors soundly prepared for their office and united in brotherly cooperation; 

professors sufficient in number and quality, where the institution includes a school of philosophy and 

theology; and suitable buildings, equipped with a library and the other aids needed for an 

establishment of its level and kind.(76) 

Where these conditions cannot be had in the one diocese, it is necessary to set up an interdiocesan (or 

Regional, Central National) Seminary. As local circumstances suggest, the brotherly collaboration of 

diocesan with religious clergy is called for; the rights and duties of both bodies being safeguarded as 

they should be, by their joint forces suitable places for ecclesiastical studies may be more easily 

established. The students of both clergies could attend those centers while receiving spiritual and 

pastoral formation in their own places of residence.” 

22 Primary training and education have as their aim to bring the candidates, once they are made 

sharers in the one priesthood and ministry of Christ, into hierarchic communion with their own 

bishop and the rest of their brethren in the priesthood, forming the one single Presbyterium of the 

diocese. It is therefore very desirable that right from Seminary years close links should bind students 

to their own bishop and the diocesan clergy, based on mutual charity, frequent conversation, and 

cooperation of every kind.(77) 

23. To assist the right formation of each student, depending on their numbers, it can be useful to form 

separate groups, in the same building, or in houses near one another to avoid loss of regular 

communication. However, an effective unity of regime, spiritual direction, and scientific teaching 

must be retained.(78) 

The individual groups should have their own priest-director, one well prepared for his task. He 

should maintain close and constant contacts with the Seminary Rector, with the students of his own 

group, and with the directors of other groups: through this close collaboration the progress may be 

assured of everything conducive to first class training. 



24. The cooperation of students with superiors should be encouraged, to obtain the best order and 

efficiency in the life of the Seminary and to foster the students’ industry and sense of duty. This 

cooperation should gradually increase in extent and quality as the students grow in maturity. While 

they all work together, however, the different responsibility of superiors and students should be kept 

clearly defined. 

Mutual trust between teachers and students, therefore, is to be fostered in every way, leading to a 

genuine and effective dialogue, so that decisions, which by right belong to the superiors, may be 

made after a fair inquiry into the common good (cf. n. 49),(80) 

25. In every Seminary there must be a Rule (disciplinae Ordinatio) approved by the bishop (or by the 

group of bishops in the case of an inter diocesan Seminary) in which are set out the important points 

of discipline affecting the students’ daily life and the order of the whole institution.”(81) 

26. All should observe, generously and willingly, the regulations laid down in the Rule or in other 

decisions, acting through conviction of how necessary this is for a genuine community life, and for 

the unfolding and strengthening of each man’s own character. So the rules affecting community or 

private life, which should leave fair room for freedom, are not just to be suffered passively, or by 

coercion, but accepted cheerfully and without hesitation, out of deep conviction and charity. As time 

goes on and the maturity and sense of duty of the students increase, the Rules should gradually be 

diminished so that the men may learn, as they go along, to be their own guides.(82) 

V SUPERIORS 

27. Following local practice, in every Seminary there should be a staff of men responsible for its 

direction, consisting, for example, of Rector, Vice-Rector, Spiritual Director or Directors, Prefect of 

Studies, Pastoral Director, Prefect of Discipline, Bursar, Librarian. The functions, rights and duties of 

each, and their just emoluments, should be clearly defined. 

There is no strict need in Seminaries of smaller size and number of students to allot individual men to 

each individual task. 

28. The superiors are nominated by the bishop-unless the statutes of the Seminary prescribe 

otherwise-after careful consultation. They should all be genuinely concerned for the progress of the 

Seminary, welcoming frequent dialogue with the bishop and the students, the better to discover the 

common good, and steadily perfect their pedagogical work.(83) 

29. The principal and most serious task in the direction of the Seminary is undertaken by the Rector. 

It is his part to keep the staff together, and he should work closely with them in brotherly charity, 

always religiously respecting the forum of conscience, to ensure harmonious progress in the work of 

training the students. Community life among the superiors can contribute very much to this end. 

They should often-once a month for example-meet to arrange their communal activity, to assess the 

Seminary’s affairs and problems, and find fitting solutions.(84) 

30. Superiors should be chosen with the greatest care and should be men of deep priestly and 

apostolic spirit, fit to work with one another in their common task of education, in a fraternal 

collaboration. They should be open and alert to grasp the needs of the Church and of civil society, 

taught by pastoral experience in parish ministry or elsewhere, and outstanding in their clear 

understanding of young minds.(85) 



The task of Seminary superiors is the most excellent of all arts, one which cannot tolerate an off-hand 

or chance mode of action. Of necessity, therefore, besides natural and supernatural gifts, they must 

have, as each one’s duty demands, due spiritual, pedagogical or technical training, which they would 

best have acquired in special institutions founded, or to be founded, for this purpose in their own or 

in other areas. 

31. The superiors’ preparation should also be completed by being regularly brought up-to-date 

through attendance at conferences or courses, such as are held to review progress in spiritual or 

pedagogical sciences, or to learn about new methods and recent experience. The various experiments 

and undertakings through which superiors can better know, and in the light of faith solve modern 

problems, particularly those of youth, should not be neglected.(87)  

VI PROFESSORS 

32. A suitable number of professors should be provided, taking into account the subjects to be taught, 

the method of teaching and the number of students; where philosophical and theological teaching is 

given, there should be a regular list of the professors who are needed in the various courses and 

subjects. 

33. As a general rule, professors for the sacred subjects ought to be priests. All should willingly work 

with the rest in brotherly association; and they should be of the quality to show the students an 

example of Christian or priestly life, according to their status. Unless it is otherwise provided they 

are appointed by the bishop, or in the case of regional Seminaries by the bishops in charge of those 

Seminaries, after consultation with the rector and the body of professors, who can propose suitable 

candidates.(88) 

34. The professors should be genuinely expert, each in his own subject, and with a reasonable 

knowledge of kindred subjects.(89) So they must have had proper preparation and attained the 

requisite academic degrees: to teach sacred sciences and philosophy, they ought to have at least the 

licentiate or its equivalent, and for the other subjects fitting academic qualifications. 

35. They should possess the art of teaching, so care is to be taken to ensure to them due preparation 

in this matter also. Training in active teaching methods is required, which will enable them to teach 

their students through group work and discussions.(90) 

36. It must be the professors’ own concern to keep their scientific preparation up-to-date by reading 

periodicals and new books, by frequent discussions with men of learning, and by taking part in study 

conferences.(91) 

37. They ought not to undertake duties which will hinder them from carrying out their proper tasks; 

for this reason they should be given a just remuneration, to enable them to devote themselves entirely 

to their own important office. However, a moderate amount of pastoral ministry is commendable: by 

pastoral experience they can be helped to a fuller knowledge of modern problems, those of youth in 

particular, and can present their own subjects to better advantage for the training of future pastors of 

souls. 

38. As they carry out their work, let them think of themselves as educators in the proper sense of the 

word; hence they must keep in view the rules about presentation of doctrine and methods of teaching 

which are mentioned below. They should be concerned for the training and whole priestly formation 

of each individual student, to ensure his real progress in learning and in the spiritual life. Frequent 



meetings, once a month for example, should be held to go over scholastic matters in common, to 

promote the instruction and formation of the students by serious and united effort. 

They should keep up a close collaboration with the superiors of the Seminary too, in order to make a 

more effective contribution not only to the scientific but also to the whole priestly formation of the 

students. Superiors and professors, lastly, should make up a single community of educators, to 

present together with their students the genuine image of one family, which fulfills the prayer of our 

Lord “that they may be one” (Jn. 17:11).(92)  

VII STUDENTS 

39. Right training demands not only prudent selection of students but also serious trial of individuals 

during their course of studies, to be made with the advice of experts, in order to reach certainty about 

the will of God regarding their vocation. The candidates themselves should readily be asked to share 

in this sincere search for God’s will, the more quickly and surely to obtain their greater spiritual 

good. 

Consideration is to be given to the young men’s human and moral qualities (e.g. sincerity, emotional 

maturity, good manners, keeping their word, steady concern for justice; feeling for friendship, for 

just freedom and responsibility; industry, the will to work with others, and so on): to their spiritual 

qualities too (e.g. love of God and neighbor, spirit of fellowship and self-denial, docility, well-tried 

chastity; appreciation of the faith and tho Church, Apostolic and missionary concern), and 

intellectual qualities (e.g. correct and sound judgment; sufficient ability to complete ecclesiastical 

studies; a right notion of the priesthood and of what it involves, etc.). Such consideration makes it 

possible to judge whether they are suited for priestly ministry. 

Likewise as a general rule their physical and mental health should be examined by expert doctors and 

others competent in psychological science; possible inherited traits should also be given 

attention.(93) 

The first thing is to help the students seriously and sincerely to ponder before God whether they can 

really believe themselves called to the priesthood, and make them able to sort out the motives of their 

intention. So, if God wills, they may proceed to the priestly office with a right and free will.”(94) 

40. Every student’s personal position should be examined at certain times, with his own cooperation. 

In that way the rector and his advisers may discover the unsuitable, and invite them, in all kindness, 

and help them to take up a different state of life, for the good of the Church and their own. 

This definite choice of a state of life should be obtained in good time and as soon as possible, to 

prevent any harm to the candidate from too long and useless delay.”(95) 

41. Special importance is to be given to the assessments (“scrutinia”) prescribed before the taking of 

Holy Orders. As a duty of conscience arising from his office, the rector should himself, with the help 

of others who know them well, gather accurate information about each candidate. Parish priests, 

other priests and selected lay people may help him-the forum of conscience being always religiously 

respected. The rector should send this information to the bishop, so that he can make a safe judgment 

about the candidate’s vocation. Should a doubt persist, the safer opinion is to be followed.(96) 

42. To improve the training of the students and give them a more mature preparation for Holy 

Orders, the Episcopal Conferences should consider the opportuneness of introducing in their own 



regions special experiments or tests, for all students, or for some individuals, as their own ordinary 

may judge fitting.(97) 

The following experiments, among the various possibilities, are suggested by way of example: 

a) At the beginning of the philosophy-theology course, a special period can be given for serious 

thought about the excellence of the priestly vocation, its nature, and the obligations connected with it: 

this is to initiate the students to mature decision, through very careful consideration and really intense 

prayer. 

This initiation, which can be of varying length, is normally combined aptly with the introduction to 

the mystery of Christ and the history of salvation which the Council prescribed for the beginning of 

the philosophy-theology course. 

b) During the said course, an interruption of residence in the Seminary is possible, e.g. for a year or 

six months, during which the student breaks off either studies and life in the Seminary together, or 

just his life in the Seminary while pursuing his studies (of philosophy-theology) elsewhere. During 

this interval, under the guidance of a skilled priest, he gives help in the pastoral ministry, learns about 

men and the problems and difficulties among which he will have to work, and tries out his own 

fitness for the priestly life and ministry. Trials of secular life in manual work, or in military service, 

where that is obligatory, are not ruled out. 

Or after the first year of the Major Seminary the students may be given permission either to enter the 

second year, or to take up secular studies in a university, or to pursue study of some special subject 

outside the Seminary: in this way the student, after completing his first experiences in the Seminary, 

will be offered a period of real freedom both interior and exterior to develop his vocation more 

solidly and with greater effort. 

c) Having finished the philosophy-theology course, they will be able to work as deacons for one or 

more years. This work, under the direction of a competent priest, should let them acquire a fuller 

maturity and strengthening of their vocation; they should better assimilate the pastoral teaching 

which they learned as young men in the Seminary, and so pass on more smoothly and easily to the 

ministry of a priest. 

The experiments described under b) and c) should have their terms of reference properly designed to 

ensure a safe and successful result. 

43. The Episcopal Conference should also consider whether, with reference to local conditions, the 

age required by the common law for Holy Orders should be raised.”(98)  

VIII SPIRITUAL TRAINING 

44. The end of spiritual training is the perfection of charity, and it should lead the student, not just by 

dint of his ordination, but from the intimate fellowship of his whole life, to become in a special way 

another Christ; deeply penetrated by His spirit, he should truly realize what he is doing when 

celebrating the mystery of the Lord’s death, should imitate what he is handling, and follow Him who 

came not to be ministered to but to minister (cf. Mt. 20:28).(100) 

45. While the pastoral purpose of all priestly formation should constantly be borne in mind, the 

spiritual life of the student, with the help of the spiritual director,(101) should develop in an orderly 

way in its various aspects.(102) Together with the virtues most esteemed among men,(103) the 



young students should endeavor to bring the grace of their baptism to perfection; they should have an 

ever clearer and more definite appreciation of their special priestly vocation, and so make themselves 

better able to acquire the virtues and habits of priestly life. 

46. The community should also be given its due weight in spiritual formation: here the students, as 

members, should get used to putting aside their own will, and with common purpose and effort seek 

the greater good of their neighbor. In this way they do their best to perfect both their own lives and 

the common life of the whole Seminary, like the early Church, in which the whole group of believers 

was united, heart and soul (cf. Acts 4:32). For by charity the community enjoys God’s presence, 

observes the law in its fullness, attains the bond of perfection, and puts into practice great apostolic 

virtue.(104) 

47. Their community life in the Seminary should prepare candidates for the priesthood, so that in the 

end, raised to Holy Orders, they may be united in a “sacramental brotherhood” with the wider 

community of the diocesan presbyterium, “by the bond of charity, prayer, and manifold cooperation, 

in order to build up the Body of Christ, a task demanding, in our days particularly, many duties and 

up-to-date reforms.”(105) So the students should gradually be introduced to the actual conditions of 

the diocese (cf above no. 22), in order to be aware of the situation and needs of clergy and faithful, 

and be able to carry out their future pastoral duties with greater success.(106) 

48. The Church of the Latin rite has established the rule, which claims respect from long usage, of 

choosing for the priesthood only those who by the grace of God are willing freely to embrace 

celibacy for the kingdom of God’s sake.(107) This way of life is rooted in the teaching of the Gospel 

and the authentic tradition of the Church, and in many ways matches the priesthood. The entire 

mission of the priest is dedicated to the service of the new human race which Christ, Victor over 

death, raises up in the world by His Spirit; it is a state by which priests “more easily stay close to 

Christ with undivided heart, more freely dedicate themselves to the service of God and man…and so 

are better fitted to receive their fatherhood in Christ with great generosity….” In this way, then, 

choosing the state of virginity for the kingdom of heaven’s sake (Mt. 9:12), “they are made a living 

sign of that world to come which is present now through faith and charity,” “in which the children of 

the resurrection do not marry” (cf Lk. 20:35-36).(108) 

Therefore those who are preparing for the priesthood should recognize and accept celibacy as a 

special gift of God; by a life unstintingly devoted to prayer, to union with Christ, to sincere fraternal 

charity, they should create the necessary conditions in which they can fully and joyfully preserve 

their celibacy, anxious always for the sincerity of their gift of self.(109) 

In order that the choice of celibacy may be really free, a young man must be able to see the 

evangelical force of this gift by the light of faith, and at the same time rightly esteem the good of the 

married state.(110) He should enjoy full psychological freedom, both interior and exterior, and have 

the necessary degree of emotional stability, in order to appreciate and live his celibacy as his personal 

fulfillment.(111) 

Adequate education in matters of sex is required for this.(112) In students of some maturity, this 

education consists rather of formation leading to a chaste love of people than in an anxiety to avoid 

sins, a thing at times very disturbing. Such formation must prepare them for the future involvements 

of the pastoral ministry. Gradually, then, with sound and spiritual discretion, the young men should 

be asked and guided to experience and show, in groups and in various areas of the apostolate and of 

social cooperation, a love that is sincere, human, fraternal, personal, and offered to God after the 



example of Christ; a love for all men, but above all for the poor and the distressed, and for their 

fellows. In this way they will overcome any sense of loneliness. They should expose this love openly 

and with confidence to their spiritual directors and superiors, and learn to judge it in the Lord with 

their help. They should however, avoid individual relationships, particularly any of a solitary and 

protracted nature, with people of the opposite sex. They ought rather to endeavor to practice a love 

open to all and therefore truly chaste. This they should habitually ask for as a gift from God. 

The nature of this gift being clearly of a special order, from above, coming down from the Father of 

light (Jas. 1:17), candidates for the priesthood must rely on God’s help without too much confidence 

in their own strength, and “should practice mortification and custody of the senses. They should not 

leave aside the natural means favorable to mental and physical health. Thus they will not be disturbed 

by false teachings which represent perfect continence as impossible or hurtful to human 

development; and they should reject, by a kind of spiritual instinct, everything that leads their 

chastity into danger.(113)  

Close Relationship with Christ 

49. The student should aim at a close and friendly relationship with the person and mission of Christ, 

who completed His task (cf Jn. 4:34) in humble submission to the will of the Father. This 

relationship of necessity demands that a candidate for the priesthood should know how to “dedicate 

his own will, by obedience, to the service of God and his brethren,”(114) with sincere faith. One who 

wishes to have a part with Christ crucified in the building up of His Body is under a grave obligation 

not only to learn to accept the cross, but also to love it, and to take up in a willing and pastoral spirit 

all the heavy tasks required to carry on his apostolic mission. 

So it lies with the superiors to train the young men to true and mature obedience in reliance on 

Christ, who indeed required obedience from His followers, but first showed Himself as the exemplar 

of this virtue, and by His grace made Himself the principle of obedience in us. The superiors, then, 

must exercise authority with prudence and respect for persons. In this matter the young men will 

surely offer their cooperation, so long as obedience is put forward in its true light, i.e., if it is made 

clear how all must join in pursuing the common good, and how authority is designed for this (cf. no. 

24). 

The students should show this full and sincere obedience first of all to the Pope, the Vicar of Christ, 

with humble service and filial piety and to their own bishop in the same spirit, so that through the 

priesthood they may become his faithful co-workers, generously and freely giving their help in 

fellowship with the other priests of the presbyterium.(115) 

50. The spirit of poverty, so much demanded from the Church these days, and itself necessary for 

fulfilling the work of the apostolate, is what the students should learn to foster by deeds and not just 

by words: relying on the Father’s Providence, they may thus know both how to have plenty and to be 

in want (Phil. 4:12) like the Apostle, without anxiety. Although not obliged like religious to renounce 

material goods completely, still they should as spiritual men strive to acquire the liberty and docility 

of the children of God, and attain that spiritual restraint which is necessary for finding a right attitude 

towards the world and worldly goods.(116) Following the example of Christ, who became poor for 

our sakes though he was rich (2 Cor. 8:9), they should consider the poor and the less well-off to be 

their own special charges(117): By a simplicity and austerity of life, let them be able to bear witness 

to poverty, with self-denial of superfluous goods already a habit.(118) 

 Formation of the Whole Man 



51. Spiritual formation should take in the whole man (cf. nos. 14, 15). Grace does not take away 

nature, but raises it to a higher level, and no one can be a true Christian unless he has and exercises 

the virtues befitting a man, and demanded by charity which has to animate and make use of them. 

The future priest, then, must learn to practice sincerity, a constant concern for justice, good manners 

in dealing with people; he must keep to his word, be controlled and kind in conversation(119); must 

have a spirit of fellowship and service and of readiness to work, and the ability to work with others, 

etc. With these qualities he may teach that harmony in reconciling human with supernatural good 

which is needed for the true witness of Christian life in modern society. 

A priest must preach the Gospel to all men, and therefore the candidate for the priesthood must do his 

best to develop his ability for forming right relationships with men of different sorts. He should learn 

in particular the art of speaking to others in the right way, of listening patiently, and of making 

himself understood. In this respect he must treat all men with great reverence, filled with the spirit of 

humble charity, so that he may reveal to others the mystery of Christ living in the Church.(120) 

52. Daily celebration of the Eucharist, which is completed by sacramental Communion received 

worthily and in full liberty, should be the center of the whole life of the Seminary, and the students 

should devoutly take part in it. Sharing in the sacrifice of the Mass, “source and culmination of all 

Christian life,(121) they share in the charity of Christ, drawing from the richest of 

sources supernatural force for their spiritual life and apostolic labor. 

Therefore the Eucharistic sacrifice, and indeed the whole sacred liturgy, as the Constitution 

Sacrosanctum concilium wishes, should occupy the place in the Seminary which will truly reveal it 

as “the peak point towards which the activity of the Church tends, and at the same time the source 

from which its strength flows.”(122) 

A sound variety in the manner of participation in the sacred liturgy should be provided for, so that the 

students may not only realize greater spiritual progress themselves, but also be prepared practically, 

from their Seminary years, for their future ministry and liturgical apostolate.(123) 

53. With formation for Eucharistic worship there should be closely combined formation for the 

Divine Office, by which priests “pray to God in the name of the Church for the entire people 

entrusted to them, and indeed for the whole world.”(124) Students should learn the Church’s method 

of prayer by means of a suitable introduction to Sacred Scripture, the Psalms, and other prayers of 

scriptural content; also by frequent recitation in common of part of the Office (e.g. Lauds 

or Vespers). So they may with more understanding and reverence know the Word of God speaking in 

the Psalms and in all the liturgy, and be trained at the same time for faithful observance in their 

priestly life of the obligation of the Divine Office.(125) 

This liturgical instruction will lack completeness unless it reveals to the students the close connection 

between the sacred liturgy and their daily working life, with its needs of apostolate and of sincere 

witness that reveals a living faith acting through charity.(126) 

54. To live the life of a priest uprightly and loyally, the students should gradually attain, 

corresponding with their own age and maturity, a firm pattern of life, safeguarded by solid virtues, 

without which they will not be able to persevere in a genuine close attachment to Christ and the 

Church. 

 Features of the Priest’s Life 



 For the following must be features of the priest’s life: 

a) he must learn “to live in familiar and constant company with the Father through His Son, Jesus 

Christ, in the Holy Spirit”(127); 

b) he ought to be able to find Christ habitually in the intimate communion of prayer; 

c) he should have learned to keep by his side the Word of God in Sacred Scripture, with an affection 

rooted in faith, and to give it to others; 

d) he should be willing and happy to visit and adore Christ sacramentally present in the Eucharist; 

e) he ought, as the Church desires, to have a fervent love for the Virgin Mary, Mother of Christ, who 

was in a special way associated with the work of Redemption; 

f) he should readily consult the documents of Sacred Tradition, the works of the Fathers, and the 

examples of the saints; 

g) he must know how to examine and judge himself, his conscience and his motives, with honesty 

and sincerity. 

The priest will keep to all these duties only if in his Seminary days he has faithfully practiced the 

devotional exercises that have long proved their worth, and are sanctioned by the rule of the 

Seminary; and if he has correctly grasped their importance and force. If it should be necessary 

to adapt one or other of these practices to modern needs, its inherent and essential purpose should 

carefully be kept in mind so that it may be attained in some other suitable way. 

55. To follow Christ in the spirit of the Gospel is an intention certainly to be renewed every day. The 

virtue of penance, then, should be instilled into future priests. Penitential acts made in common may 

be used, which serve both for personal formation and for mutual instruction. Students should strive to 

acquire a real enthusiasm for a life crucified with Christ, through love of Him, and for purity of heart. 

They should therefore pray fervently for the help of the grace they need; frequent recourse to the 

sacrament of Penance should become a habit: there everyone’s efforts are in a sense consecrated; 

moreover each should have his spiritual director to whom he may humbly and confidently open his 

conscience, so as to be guided safely in the way of the Lord.(129) 

The students are to choose their spiritual director and confessor with full freedom, from among those 

appointed as fit for the task by the bishop.(130) 

56. The only way to the priesthood is by stages: these stages give their meaning to the Minor Orders, 

which appoint a man to definite functions in the Church, after duly completed training and spiritual 

preparation. In fact the spiritual training of the students proceeds by degrees, and needs to be adapted 

to the age, experience, and ability of individuals. Its efficacy is considerably helped by fixed periods 

of more intensive training, for example when men first enter the seminary, at the beginning of the 

theology course, or at the approach of priestly ordination, and so on. Besides the spiritual direction of 

individuals, the students should also be given, at fixed times as each Seminary’s rule determines, a 

spiritual instruction or conference suited to the situation and outlook of modern youth: their efforts in 

the spiritual life receive in this way a regular fresh impulse, and can be directed towards the gaining 

of a genuine mature priestly spirituality, according to the mind of the Church. Self-examination, 



regular periods of recollection and other exercises of the kind should also have their place. Every 

year all should spend some days in retreat. 

57. In the midst of His daily labors Christ used to readily seek solitude, in order to pray to His Father 

without distraction; following His example and counsel (cf. Mt. 6:6; 14:13; Mk. 6:30, 46) students 

should try to develop “a life hidden with Christ in God (cf. Col. 3:3) from which arises irrepressibly 

the love of one’s neighbor, directed towards the salvation of the world and the building up of the 

Church.”(131) They ought, therefore, to be concerned about the keeping of external silence, without 

which there is no interior silence of soul, and which is needed for thought and for the work and the 

repose alike of the whole community.(132) 

58. Much good will result from communication with their fellowmen, among whom Christ was sent 

by the love of the Father (cf. Jn. 4:9) and there accomplished His work of redemption. This will 

allow the student to be trained in observing correctly the signs of the times,(133) and judging events 

by the light of the Gospel; also to interpret accurately the various circumstances and exigencies of 

human life which contain the true “seeds of the Word hidden in themselves,”(134) and demand “to 

be illumined by the light of the Gospel; to be set free and brought back under the sway of God our 

Savior.”(135) As regards this mixing with the world, it should be carefully noted that all experiences 

of this sort are designed for the pastoral purpose of the Seminary, and for the spiritual preparation of 

the students, to ensure that their future activity will be not an obstacle but a help towards the 

development and strengthening of their own spiritual life.(136)  

IX INTELLECTUAL FORMATION IN GENERAL  

59. The purpose of the intellectual formation is to enable the students to acquire, along with a general 

culture which is relevant to present-day needs, an extensive and solid learning in the sacred sciences 

such as can give a firm foundation to their faith, enable it to mature, and can equip them to 

proclaim the teaching of the Gospel effectively and make it part and parcel of the culture of modern 

man.(137) This formation includes 

a) after finishing the curriculum of studies mentioned in n. 16, the completion, where necessary, of 

their education in the arts and sciences; 

b) philosophical formation; 

c) theological formation. 

60. There are three main ways of providing this: 

a) in three distinct and successive periods of time; the arts and sciences where necessary-the study of 

philosophy-the study of theology. 

b) Arts and sciences along with philosophy (cf. American College); then theology. 

c) The arts and sciences followed by a combined course of philosophy and theology. If this is done, 

care must be taken to present philosophy as a separate entity having its own special method, and not 

reduce it to a fragmentary consideration of problems arising from questions in theology. 



These are to be taken merely as examples, and do not exclude other methods of arranging the studies. 

In their scheme for priestly training the Episcopal Conference should indicate what systems they 

choose to approve, and, in doing so, they should take into account their local conditions. 

61. Whatever study arrangement is adopted, the following principles should be carefully observed: 

a) it should always commence with an introductory course in the Mystery of Christ, such as will be 

found described in the following section (132); 

b) if philosophy and theology are taught at separate times, an attempt should be made to coordinate 

subjects in philosophy with those of theology, particularly natural theology with the tract in dogma 

concerning God, ethics with moral theology, the history of philosophy with Church history and the 

history of dogmatic theology, etc.(133) 

c) the time devoted to studies of a particularly philosophical nature should be equivalent to at least 

two years (or, where certain countries use a system of computing the length of studies by hours per 

term, the equivalent number of such hours); the time devoted to theological studies should equal at 

least four years (or, the equivalent number of hours per term), so that the study of philosophy and 

theology should take no less than six years (or, the equivalent number of hours normally requiring six 

years to cover).(134) 

62. The Introduction into the Mystery of Christ and Salvation History which is to inaugurate the 

course of philosophy and theology is designed to enable the students to appreciate the idea which lies 

behind ecclesiastical studies, their general plan and connection with the apostolate. At the same time 

it should help to give roots to their own faith, to understand at greater depth their priestly vocation, 

and consequently to commit themselves with greater awareness. 

The program and length of this course should be regulated for in the Scheme for Priestly Training. 

Before doing so, account should be taken of the experiments which have already taken place in the 

country concerned and in the Church abroad, and care is needed to link the course properly with the 

rest of the theological studies. It should also continue afterwards especially by means of Scripture 

Reading under the direction of professors.(141) 

63. The professors, as a body, when teaching their own subject, must be concerned for the internal 

unity and harmony of the whole corpus of doctrine about the faith, which is being taught (cf. n. 90). 

This they can do by emphasizing the salvation aspect of their particular subject. But to really do the 

job properly, as the course of studies comes to an end-or, if the Bishops’ Conferences prefer, after a 

few years of pastoral experience-time might be set aside, even a fairly lengthy period, when the 

students can be directed in a methodical way and in the light of what they have already learned, to 

examine the Word of God, contemplate it as it were and experience it, simply from the point of view 

of the unity of its message of salvation in the way it is to be put over to the faithful, and thus mold 

together into one the main points of each subject which have been taught as separate entities. This 

time set aside for a final round up is to be highly recommended. 

It can prevent acquired pieces of knowledge from remaining out on a limb and isolated from each 

other. It enables the priest to see everything wedded to one aim: the spiritual development of his 

people. It creates that harmony which is necessary for his own spiritual maturing, and enables him to 

see the use of the knowledge he has acquired and thus give him a greater love of theological learning. 



If individual bishops, or their Conferences as a whole, should decide to restore the exercise of the 

Diaconate for a year or so after the completion of studies (cf. n. 42 c), this general unification, or 

knitting together, of different branches of theology would be more usefully transferred to the time 

when the deacons return to the Seminary to prepare themselves for the priesthood. But the period will 

have to be sufficiently long to make it a really effective and immediate preparation. 

64. An overriding consideration to be borne in mind is that the whole of the intellectual formation of 

students must take into account their differing backgrounds. They have to be capable of 

understanding and expressing Christ’s message in a form, which has meaning for them. They are 

products of a certain culture, and they have to translate the Christian life into terms, which will be 

relevant to their own cultural ethos. 

Therefore, professors of philosophy and theology should always draw comparisons between 

Christian teaching and the particular ideas about God, the world, and man which are enshrined in 

popular traditions that are held as sacred by the people concerned, and as far as possible, use these 

notions to enrich the wisdom of the philosophers and the understanding of the faith. (142) 

 STUDIES IN THE ARTS AND SCIENCES 

 65. Before the students embark on their specific studies for the priesthood they must have completed 

the schooling which is required in their own country as a necessary qualification for commencing 

University studies, and, if possible, have obtained a State-recognized diploma of proficiency. (143) 

66. On the completion of these studies, any deficiency in knowledge which is required in a priest 

must be made good either before or during the study of philosophy, as n. 60 indicates. An example 

would be that reasonable proficiency in Latin, which the Church continually and insistently demands. 

(144) A list and program of these studies should be included in the Scheme for Priestly Training. 

67. Students should learn, apart from their own language, whatever languages are deemed necessary 

or useful for their future pastoral ministry. In this matter the civil program of education should also 

be observed. But in addition they should be taught how to express themselves in an idiom acceptable 

to modern people, how to communicate in the spoken and the written word, and how to get to’ the 

heart of the meaning of a question, an art which is so necessary for the priest. Training in the 

appreciation of art and music, whether sacred or profane, would also be an advantage for them. (145) 

68. Nowadays people receive their information and convictions not only from books and teachers, 

but more and more through audio-visual aids. It is of the utmost importance, therefore, that priests 

should be versed in these methods. They should, however, have the right attitude towards them; be 

ready to use them critically, not be merely passive spectators or listeners. This demands that they be 

used, with moderation and with prudence, for experimental teaching purposes in the Seminary under 

expert guidance. Their controlled use should enable the students to exercise restraint themselves and 

teach others the same, while availing themselves of their usefulness for the apostolate. (146) 

69. Right from their first Seminary years, and increasingly as they grow older and maturer, the 

students should be introduced to the social problems of their own country in particular. Their studies, 

their contact with people and the world around them, and the events of daily life should make them 

acquainted with questions and disputes of a social order and they should come to grips with them, 

with their real significance, the pros and cons, problems and consequences inherent in them and learn 

to see where, in the light of the natural law and the precepts of the Gospel, just and equitable 

solutions are to be found.(147) 



XI STUDIES IN PHILOSOPHY AND KINDRED SUBJECTS 

 70. Studies in philosophy and kindred subjects-no matter how they may be distributed over the years 

(cf. n. 60) must be equivalent to a two-year course. Their purpose is to form the students as human 

beings by sharpening their judgment and refining their appreciation of the wisdom of the ancients 

and moderns with which the human family has been enriched through the course of the centuries. At 

the same time the method of teaching these subjects should assist the student to a deeper awareness 

and a more intense living out of his faith. They should also be a preparation for his theological 

studies and for the right performance of his apostolic ministry, which requires him to be properly 

trained for dialogue with people of this day and age. (148) 

71. Systematic philosophy and its component parts should be regarded as of particular importance in 

leading one to the acquisition of a solid and coherent understanding of man, the world, and God. 

This training in philosophy must be based on that always-valid philosophical patrimony (150) whose 

witnesses are the great Christian philosophers. They are the ones, who have handed down those first 

philosophical principles, which have a constant value, since they are founded in nature itself. Granted 

such a philosophical basis, the students’ attention should be directed towards contemporary 

philosophy, and, in particular, to the schools of thought, which exercise special influence in their own 

country, and to recent scientific progress. In this way they will be in a position to view the modern 

age in its right perspective and be adequately prepared for dialogue with society. (151) 

72. The History of Philosophy must also be taught to show the origins and development of the great 

problems, which have faced mankind. From an understanding of the different solutions, which have 

been proposed to these problems over the centuries, students will be able to discern the truth, detect 

error, and refute it. (152) 

73. Related sciences should also be taught: the natural sciences, for instance, and mathematics, 

insofar as they are related to philosophy. But a due sense of proportion should be observed; their 

purpose is not to produce superficial and encyclopedic minds, but to he of real complementary value 

to the principal subjects. (153) 

74. The matter and manner of presentation in all subjects should take cognizance, not only of the 

intrinsic importance of each question, but also of its relevance to present-day circumstances, whether 

of the students or local conditions. (154) 

75. In the National Schemes for Priestly Training (or, in an Appendix) an outline should be given of 

all the subjects taught in the philosophy curriculum and a brief note of the program, number of years 

or terms and hours per week given in class to each subject. 

If, for one reason or another (e.g. because different systems are employed in a large country) this be 

too difficult or impossible to do, some examples at least of study-programs should be included, 

which could provide a clear indication of what is in progress and be of help to everyone. 

XII THEOLOGICAL STUDIES 

 76. The whole of four years at least must be devoted to theological studies. (155) Their purpose is to 

enable the students to make as profound a study as possible of the teaching of Divine Revelation in 

the light of faith and under the guidance of the authoritative magisterium, nourish their own spiritual 

lives with what they have learned, guard it in their priestly ministry, and proclaim and expound it for 

the spiritual good of the faithful. (156) 



77. No matter under which aspects (ecumenical, missiological, etc.)(157) Theological subjects are 

treated, they should be so taught as to clearly reveal their interrelation (158) and their proper place in 

the setting of the mystery of the Church. (159) Moreover, each subject in its own way should be seen 

to fit in neatly with the overall pattern of explaining the history of salvation as it continues to be 

worked out, among the ups and downs of the world, in the life of the Church. (160) 

78. The whole of theology finds its soul in Sacred Scripture, which is to be the inspiration of every 

part of theology. (161) For this reason due importance should be accorded to biblical studies. 

Students should be introduced into the correct methods of exegesis after a suitable introduction and 

with the support of auxiliary courses. In accordance with their needs, the professors should explain 

what the main problems are and their solution, and really help them acquire a vision of the whole of 

Sacred Scripture with a clear insight into the principal chapters of the history of salvation. Moreover 

they should give their divinity students a theological synthesis of divine revelation which is so 

necessary for their spiritual life and future preaching, since these require a firm basis. (162) 

79. Sacred Liturgy is now to be regarded as one of the principal subjects. And it is to be presented, 

not so much in its juridical aspect, as in a theological and historical context, and, on the spiritual and 

pastoral plane, it should be linked up with the other subjects in order that the students may realize 

how the salvation mysteries are rendered present and operative in the liturgical ceremonies. Texts 

and rites of Oriental and Western liturgies should be explained in order to illustrate the eminent place 

which, theologically speaking, the Sacred Liturgy occupies in expressing the faith and spiritual life of 

the Church. (163) 

They should have the norms governing the restored liturgy explained for a better understanding of 

the adaptations and changes, which the Church has decided. They also ought to he capable of 

evaluating what is legitimately optional, and, while we are in the middle of the present heated debate 

of more serious and thorny problems, they should be able to draw a clear line between what is 

changeable and what is, by divine institution, liturgically immutable. (164) 

Dogmatic Theology should be presented in full and systematically. It should begin with an exposition 

of its biblical sources, followed by an explanation of the contribution which the Oriental and Latin 

Fathers have made to the formulation and handing down of the truths of revelation, and how dogma 

has developed through historical progression. Finally, there should be a full, speculative study, based 

on St Thomas of the mysteries of salvation and their interrelation. Students should be taught to 

recognize how the mystery of salvation is present and operative in the liturgy. They should learn to 

look for solutions to human problems in the light of revelation, and of only have an insight into the 

eternal, embodied in the changeable conditions of this world, but also be able to communicate these 

eternal truths to modern man. (165) 

There is no objection to the teaching of dogmatic theology by the so-called regressive method, which 

begins with conciliar definitions and works backward through the Fathers to Sacred Scripture, if in 

this way one can learn to read and understand Scripture in the light of the living tradition of the 

Church. (166) 

Right from the beginning of a theological training it is important that solid doctrine based on 

theological sources is imparted. (167) And although it now needs to be adapted to this ecumenical 

age and to the circumstances of the day, one should not neglect what is called Apologetics, which is 

concerned with the preparation necessary for the gift of faith and with the rational foundations of a 



living faith in relation to the sociological conditions which influence the Christian life in a particular 

way. (168) 

The teaching of Sacred Scripture should also animate moral Theology. It has to demonstrate how the 

Christian’s vocation is founded on charity and give a scientific explanation of the obligations 

incumbent on the faithful. It should endeavor to discover the solution to human problems in the light 

of revelation and make eternal truths relevant in a changing world. It should seek the assistance of 

reliable and modern anthropology in its efforts to restore a sense of virtue and of sin to men’s 

consciences. (169) The teaching of morals is completed by a study of Spiritual Theology which, apart 

from anything else, should include a study of the theology and spirituality of the priesthood and of a 

life consecrated to God by the following of the evangelical counsels, in order that spiritual direction 

can be given according to one’s state of life. (170) 

Pastoral Theology has to explain the theological principles of action-of the action by which God’s 

salvific will through the various ministries and institutions in the Church of today is actually realized. 

(171) However, since a solid training in social questions is of considerable importance in making for 

a successful pastoral ministry, efforts should be made to reserve a definite number of lectures, as 

many as are necessary, for the Social Doctrine of the Church in order that the students may learn the 

means of adapting the teaching and the principles of the Gospel to the life of society. (172) 

Church History should explain the origins and progress of the People of God as it unfolds itself in 

time space. It should be scientific in weighing its historical sources. It will be necessary to pay 

attention in the course of the treatment of the subject matter, not only to the development of 

theological doctrine, but also to social, economic and political factors, their theories and doctrines 

which have had the greatest influence over the course of Church History, since the evolution of one 

cannot be explained except through its dependence and connection with the other. The history of the 

Church is also the story of a wonderful partnership between God and man, and it should inculcate in 

the students a genuine sense of the Church and Tradition. (173) Due attention should also be paid to 

the history of their own country. 

Canon Law should be taught in relation to the mystery of the Church as more profoundly understood 

by the Second Vatican Council. While explaining principles and laws, the point should be made 

plain, apart from anything else, how the whole system of ecclesiastical government and discipline is 

in accord with the salvific will of God, and, in all things, has as its scope the salvation of souls. (174) 

80. Ancillary subjects and special courses ought also to be determined, and which of them are 

obligatory or not. Likewise the students should be offered the opportunity of learning Hebrew and 

Biblical Greek, (175) to enable them to tackle the original biblical texts, and understand and explain 

them. But, on the other hand, care must be taken to avoid multiplying the number of courses. Rather 

insert new questions, or new ways of looking at things, into the courses, which are already provided, 

where this is possible. (176) 

Means should be found of leading the students to a fuller understanding of the Churches and ecclesial 

communities separated from the Apostolic See as a step to the re-establishment of unity, (177) which 

is provided for in the Decree De Oecumenismo and the Directorium Oecumenicum published by the 

Holy See. (178) Facilities should also be provided for them to get to know other religions which may 

be more prominent in certain areas; to recognize what is good and true in them, what errors are to be 

refuted, and to communicate the full light of the truth to those who do not possess it. (179) 



Equal attention should be paid to questions concerning modern atheism in all its aspects, so that as 

priests they can be better qualified to tackle the grave pastoral responsibilities, which arise therefrom. 

(180) 

81. In the National Schemes for Priestly Training (or in an Appendix) an outline should be given of 

all the subjects taught in the Theology Curriculum with a brief note made of the program and the 

number of years or terms and hours per week given in class to each subject. 

If, for one reason or another (e.g. because different systems are used in a large country), this be too 

difficult or impossible to do, there should be included at least some examples of study-programs as 

an indication of the general pattern of studies approved by the Episcopal Conference. 

XIII SPECIALIZED STUDIES IN PREPARATION FOR PARTICULAR OFFICES 

 82. The apostolate of today demands that, besides a general formation, which is common to all 

church students, there should be some special preparation provided with a view to the various tasks 

to be performed in the future by each priest. (181) 

83. Having established the principle of a general philosophical and theological formation for all, the 

specialization can take two forms: 

A) One useful for priests who will be engaged in pastoral activities and which can be organized in 

the Seminary, particularly in the final year, without any attendance necessary at a special institute: 

for instance, preparation for an apostolate among a certain class industrial workers, farming 

communities, etc); 

B) Training for a particular post requiring its own preparation in specialized institutes; e.g. training to 

teach sacred or secular subjects. 

84. As regards A: the aim should be to provide this special preparation during the six years’ course of 

philosophy and theology. This can be done: 

a) If special courses are properly organized, particularly in the latter years, within the scholastic year, 

so long as they are not disproportionate to the principal subjects and fit into the scheme of general 

formation. Alternatively, such courses might be arranged for the vacation period; 

b) by concentrating on giving all, or the majority, of the general course in the first five years, and in 

the sixth year giving a full and intensive specialized training in a special course of subjects. 

Through schemes like these, different groups of students will be able to receive a varied specialized 

formation according to their aptitude, and, in particular, according to what the bishop decides are the 

peculiar needs of the diocese. In its Scheme for Priestly Training the Episcopal Conference should 

state what it has decided for each region and for each Seminary faculty. 

85. As regards B: it is essential that the general formation be first completed and also some pastoral 

experience be had before sending candidates to higher institutes and universities where they can 

obtain the specialized training along with their degrees or diplomas. 

Only those should be chosen for this purpose who are really suitable from the point of view of 

character, virtue, and intelligence, and it is of the utmost importance that their spiritual and pastoral 

formation, particularly if they are not yet ordained priests, should be fully completed.(182) 



Episcopal Conferences in each country should make suitable provisions in this matter.(183) 

Moreover, where Major Seminaries have their theological studies organized on a scientific basis, 

they should see if they cannot have them affiliated to a university faculty of theology in order to 

enable a number of Seminary students to gain a first degree (baccalaureate) in theology within the 

university system. 

Seeing the unique importance of the Roman Colleges,(184) on account of their being able to offer a 

wide choice of specialized courses, the Episcopal Conferences should preserve close links with these, 

their own colleges. By their joint effort they can promote their special function, and increase the 

contribution, which they can make to the new needs which face their countries and the Universal 

Church. 

XIV THE TYPE OF TEACHING TO BE GIVEN 

86. God’s revelation is the foundation and real scope of the whole formation of a priest, since of this 

students must become devoted and trust worthy ministers. Therefore, both professors and students 

must adhere faithfully to the written and unwritten Word of God. They must love it, make it their 

careful study, and in it find their spiritual nourishment.(186) Tradition and Sacred Scripture form one 

sacred deposit of God’s word and this is committed to the “Church’s care.(186) Consequently 

students should have a lively appreciation for this Tradition as it is found in the works of the Fathers, 

and should pay special attention to the doctrine of the Fathers and or the other Doctors who are 

renowned in the Church.(187) They should regard St. Thomas as one of the Church’s greatest 

teachers while still esteeming authors of more recent times.(188) 

87. Professors of the ecclesiastical sciences hold a very honorable position in the Church, but also 

one which entails great responsibility: they teach, not in their own, but in the Church’s name, since it 

is from the Church that they have received their commission. They should keep before their eyes the 

special place they occupy in the Body of Christ, and ever manifest a spirit of respect and submission 

to the Church’s magisterium. In this way they will play their part in the building up in faith of their 

students and the faithful.(189) 

88. Professors should take into account present trends and state of doctrine. They should use their 

rightful freedom of inquiry and of speaking their minds, but, as true cooperators of the truth,(190) 

they should always approach new questions with the prudence and seriousness which the weight of 

their office, their responsibilities towards the truths of revelation, demand. 

In view of the fact that there exist different degrees of theological certainty, professors should make 

it clear in their teaching what is proven doctrine of faith and what is so by the consent of theologians. 

For this to be done properly a basic and reliable text is essential. Only when doctrine which is certain 

has been fully expounded should they turn their attention to all unemotional exposition of what is 

only probable or novel or their own personal theories.(191) 

89. While candidates for the priesthood are to concentrate on the Church’s teaching in their studies, 

efforts should be made to make them open, in moderation and for the right motives, to modern 

culture. With this in mind, their teachers should strive to make them into men of balanced mind and 

mature judgment.(192) Students for the priesthood are to learn to be men of discernment, to read 

with a critical eye, to know what the approve and what to reject of the culture of today. A very useful 

method is group reading of the Press and of books followed by a critical discussion in the company 

of professors. 

 XV THE PROGRAM OF TEACHING 



 90. The program of studies should be revised at stated intervals so that obsolete questions can be 

omitted from the curriculum and the teaching of questions, which are still in vogue, can be improved 

and be given more detailed treatment. 

New courses-as already mentioned (cf. n. 80)-should not be lightly introduced: rather, new questions 

should be fitted into the already existing subjects where possible. Professors should realize that they 

are, and should be eager to be, a unified teaching body. It is only when this unity is present in the 

teaching staff that there will be the desired unity in teaching. They must be concerned for the 

interrelationship and unity of the subjects they teach, so that the students themselves realize they are 

learning, not many, but the one science of the faith and the Gospel.(194) 

In order to facilitate this unification, someone in the Seminary should be in charge of integrating the 

course of studies. 

91. Teaching methods should also be revised, but, as a premise to this revision, the following should 

be borne in mind: 

a) Professors must be agreed upon a definite number of lectures for all formal courses which are 

necessary to cover the presentation and explanation of the main topics to be taught, the general 

direction of the students’ private study, d useful reading-lists. 

b) There should be a system of seminars and practical exercises to encourage the active participation 

of the students; professors whose task it is to direct these activities should be aware of the seriousness 

of their work which demands as much of them as do formal lectures. 

c) Work in small groups with a master in charge should also be encouraged; likewise, private studies 

under the direction of professors with whom they can have frequent discussions. Ways like these 

teach the students a personal method of study. 

d) Finally, appropriate surveys might be undertaken by candidates for the priesthood to study 

scientifically the pastoral problems affecting their dioceses.(195) A joint study of a theological nature 

to examine events and factors more clearly connects their life with their spiritual formation and their 

formal classroom learning. Apart from this, it imparts to the students a fuller theological preparation. 

However, to satisfy all these requirements in teaching-methods and the demands of personal study, 

professors must be sufficiently numerous and well trained for their duties. 

92. A library is an indispensable instrument for study, both for the professors and the students. Each 

major Seminary should have one carefully arranged and looked after by a qualified librarian. It 

should be kept continually well stocked with books: for this purpose an annual allowance should be 

generously allotted and the assistance of all that use it should be enlisted. Students should be taught 

the modern methods of making use of a library. 

93. The Episcopal Conferences are to determine definite standards of attainment required of their 

students, whose progress should be ascertained at stated intervals by means of discussions and 

written essays and examinations. 

 XVI STRICTLY PASTORAL FORMATION 

 94. The entire training for the priesthood must have a thoroughly pastoral slant, because the purpose 

of the Seminary is to form pastors of souls (cf. n. 20), and consequently the pastoral aspect must 

receive special emphasis in all the subjects, which are taught.(197) 



Special pastoral training, however, is also to be given, adapted to local conditions which vary 

according to whether the Christian way of life is flourishing, neglected, or is simply non-existent, or 

whether it is a country with confessional differences or a plurality of religions. In particular, this 

pastoral training should include catechetics and homiletics, the administration of the sacraments, 

spiritual direction according to the varying states of life, parochial administration, pastoral joint-

action with non-Catholics and non-believers, and other questions necessary for the building up of the 

Body of Christ.”(199) 

Together with all this the students should be trained how to acquire the ability to involve themselves 

with true pastoral concern in the lives of the faithful. The study of psychology, 

pedagogy, and sociology are of great assistance in the acquisition of this fuller knowledge of People 

and their problems, which, however, should always be taught according to correct methods and the 

rules established by ecclesiastical authority.(200) 

95. The students are also to be trained in the various forms of the modern apostolate: Catholic Action 

and its associate bodies, working with deacons, enlisting the support of the laity to encourage and 

develop their own special apostolate and promote their greater active cooperation, methods of 

assisting all men without distinction needs and local conditions require, and the art of entering into 

worthwhile dialogue with them.(201) 

Particular attention should be paid to the preparation of students for a correct and healthy relationship 

with women. This will involve instruction in the character and psychology of women as it is affected 

by the sort of life they lead and by their age. The purpose of this is to enable them as priests engaged 

in the pastoral ministry to undertake a more effective spiritual care of women and behave towards 

them with the normality and prudence, which befit ministers of Christ.(202) 

96. Students should be imbued with a true spirit of Catholicity, which transcends diocesan and 

national boundaries, and barriers imposed by differences of rite, and be open-heartedly disposed to 

be of assistance to others. They should, therefore, be instructed in the needs of the whole Church, as 

for instance, in the problems of ecumenism or of the missions, and anything else which is a matter of 

urgency in various parts of the world.(203) With special care they should be prepared for dialogue 

with non-believers.(204) 

97. Throughout the whole of the scholastic year, as well as in vacation time, provided the bishops 

think it fit, practical works of the apostolate, which form a necessary part of the strictly pastoral 

training, should be introduced in accordance with the age of the students and local conditions.(205) 

Since it often happens nowadays that students go abroad during their holidays in order to gain 

pastoral experience, it would be as well if the Episcopal Conferences concerned were to lay down, by 

common consent, suitable provisions to ensure that the experience intended is really obtained. 

98. A selection should be made of the more suitable practical activities, taking into consideration 

where the Seminary is, the number of students involved, and any other circumstances which can be 

undertaken during the scholastic year: for instance, giving religious instruction, taking an active part 

on feast-days in the parish liturgy, visiting the sick, the poor, prisoners, helping priests engaged in 

youth-work, etc. 

Due proportion, however, should be observed between the time given to these practical exercises and 

the demands of study. Moreover, they should be performed in the light of theological principles and 



under the direction of experts and wise priests who will assign each one his work, teaching them how 

to go about it, be at hand while the work is being done, and arrange for a review of its performance 

afterwards with the students in order that they may reflect on what the experience has taught them 

and receive effective advice. This is the right way of ensuring that these activities are help, not a 

hindrance, to their spiritual and doctrinal formation. 

99. These exercises can be more easily performed during vacation time if arrangements are made by 

the seminary superiors. They might help priests in their pastoral work, or assist workers, etc., but 

always under the direction of experts as explained in the foregoing section. 

 XVII POST-SEMINARY TRAINING 

 100. Priestly training, of its nature, is such that it must be continued and increasingly perfected 

throughout the whole of a priest’s life, but more particularly during the first years after 

Ordination.(206) It is for this reason that the Decree Optatam totius, n. 22, prescribes that training 

should be maintained and developed in the spiritual, intellectual and, above all, pastoral fields, so that 

new priests may be better equipped to undertake and perform the duties of the apostolate. One might 

here recommend teamwork for priests which, particularly today, has much to offer for the pastoral 

ministry.(207) 

101. As a means towards the realization of a post-Seminary training, the Scheme for Priestly 

Training should indicate the practical measures which the Episcopal Conference proposes and 

recommends. A few examples which are already in use are suggested(208): 

a) A pastoral year or biennium in which new priests live together and divide each week between a 

few days of classroom work and pastoral studies, and the rest of the week in parish work; 

b) pastoral training given to young priests over a number of years while they are engaged in the 

ministry. This involves one or two days a week of school and pastoral studies; 

c) vacation courses or courses given at an opportune time when the younger priests are given pastoral 

questions for consideration and study, and in which they prepare for triennial examinations; 

d) a “Priests’ Month” after about five years of priestly ministry, during which young priests renew 

themselves spiritually by a retreat, and bring themselves up-to-date in doctrine and pastoral matters 

by means of special courses and the study of pastoral problems under the guidance-of experts. 

None of these projects, however, will come up to expectations and be successful unless there is 

coordination between the Seminary and the post-Seminary courses, nor unless they are organized by 

a priest who is genuinely outstanding in intellectual ability, virtue, and experience. 

Finally, the fraternal cooperation of parish priests and of priests of mature age and experience is 

needed. They are responsible for furthering the pastoral formation of the younger clergy. But, at the 

same time, they must also encourage that brotherhood of priests which the Decree Presbyterorum 

Ordinis (n. 8) recommends, and make sure that there is no division between the new and older 

generations of priests. 

This Basic Scheme for Priestly Training has been ratified, confirmed and ordered to be published by 

the Supreme Pontiff, Paul VI, by divine Providence, Pope. 



Given at Rome from the offices of the Sacred Congregations on the feast of the Epiphany, January 

6, 1970. 
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