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Sister Charlene Diorka, Associate 
Director of the National Religious 
Vocation Conference, addressed the 
Serra Club of Savannah on Saturday 
April 19, 2008. The National Religious 
Vocation Conference is a professional 
organization of men and women 
committed to vocation awareness, 
invitation, and discernment to conse-
crated life as brothers, sisters and priests. 
The NRVC shares in the mission of Jesus 
in serving its members by providing edu-
cation, resources, and other supportive 
services for personal and professional 
growth. Foundational to this mission is 
affirming the baptismal call to holiness of 
all members of the Catholic Church. They 
present religious life as a viable option in 
today's Church.

Sister announced that the NRVC had 
just received an anonymous $70,000 grant 
which will be used to look at vocation 
trends to religious life in the United 
States, including priests, sisters and 
brothers, which types of communities 
they enter and how long they stay. The 
first part of the survey will be sent out to 
all major superiors of both the menÕs and 
womenÕs religious institutes as well as 

emerging communities. They will be 
asked to report on the characteristics of 
the vocation and formation program in-
cluding the numbers of candidates who 
finally professed over the past 15 years 
and those who left during that same time-
frame.

A separate survey will be sent to 
every member of re-
sponding religious com-
munities who professed 
during the last 15 years, 
focusing on the demo-
graphic characteristics of 
the new members, what 
attracted them to their 

particular 
religious insti-
tute as well as 
what sustains 
them and chal-
lenges them in 
their religious life. Focus groups will be 
conducted with new entrants from se-
lected religious institutes in order to un-
derstand more fully the perspectives that 
surfaced in the second survey. Finally, an 
in-depth study of five to seven religious 
institutes that have been especially suc-
cessful in attracting and retaining new 
members in recent years, will be con-
ducted with the objective of identifying 
best practices in vocation promotion and 
formation. The results of the study 
should give Vocation Directors a better 
idea of what to do to attract and retain 
new members.  Sister Diorka asked for us 

to pray for a successful outcome of the 
study.

Next she discussed VOCATIONMATCH.COM, 
a new tool which allows people inter-
ested in exploring a vocation to the relig-
ious life to narrow their search to deter-
mine which vocation or religious com-
munity would be right for them.  Much 
like eHarmony.com, interested parties fill 
out a discernment profile and religious 
institutes fill out a community profile; 
then they are matched based on similar 
interests and characteristics.  This tool 
has produced an increase from 400 to 
5000 hits since its start-up. There has also 
been a 62% increase in the number of 
inquiries into Catholic religious life and a 
30% increase in the number of people in 
the first stages of formation.

Sister next mentioned that the Na-
tional Religious 
Vocation Confer-
ence, held every 
other year, will 
take place in Lou-
isville, KY on Oc-
tober 9-14, 2008. 
This yearÕs confer-
ence, themed 
ÒCalled by One, 

Invited by ManyÓ, featuring noted speak-
ers and workshops for vocation directors 
and others involved in vocation leader-
ship, is expected to draw over 500 peo-
ple.  Rev. James Martin, S. J. will be the 
speaker at the Prayer Breakfast. Repre-
sentatives from Serra USA Council always 
attend this meeting and members of local 
Serra Clubs are most welcomed also.

Sister Charlene
Diorka Speaks to Serra Club
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At the meeting with the 
Bishops of the United States of 
America at the National Shrine 
of the Immaculate Conception 
in Washington D.C. on April 16, 
2008, Pope Benedict XVI an-
swered questions posed by 
various American Bishops. The Most Reverend 
James Vann Johnston, Jr., newly installed Bishop of 
Springfield-Cape Girardeau, asked the Holy Father to 
comment on the decline in vocations despite the 
growing numbers of the Catholic 
population, and on the reasons for 
hope offered by the personal quali-
ties and the thirst for holiness 
which characterize the candidates 
who do come forward. Pope 
Benedict answered:

Let us be quite frank: the ability to 
cultivate vocations to the priesthood 
and the religious life is a sure sign of 
the health of a local Church. There is 
no room for complacency in this regard. 
God continues to call young people; it is 
up to all of us to encourage a generous 
and free response to that call. On the 
other hand, none of us can take this 
grace for granted. 

In the Gospel, Jesus tells us to pray 
that the Lord of the harvest will send 
workers. He even admits that the work-
ers are few in comparison with the abun-
dance of the harvest (cf. Mt 9:37-38). Strange to say, I often 
think that prayer Ð the unum necessarium (The one neces-
sary) Ð is the one aspect of vocations work which we tend to 
forget or to undervalue! 

Nor am I speaking only of prayer for vocations. Prayer 
itself, born in Catholic families, nurtured by programs of 
Christian formation, strengthened by the grace of the sacra-
ments, is the first means by which we come to know the 
LordÕs will for our lives. To the extent that we teach young 
people to pray, and to pray well, we will be cooperating with 
God’s call. Programs, plans and projects have their place; but 
the discernment of a vocation is above all the fruit of an inti-
mate dialogue between the Lord and his disciples. Young 
people, if they know how to pray, can be trusted to know 
what to do with GodÕs call.

It has been noted that there is a growing thirst for holi-
ness in many young people today, and that, although fewer 

in number, those who come for-
ward show great idealism and 
much promise. It is important to 
listen to them, to understand their 
experiences, and to encourage them 
to help their peers to see the need 

for committed priests and religious, as well as the beauty of a 
life of sacrificial service to the Lord and his Church. To my 
mind, much is demanded of vocation directors and formators: 
candidates today, as much as ever, need to be given a sound 

intellectual and human formation 
which will enable them not only to re-
spond to the real questions and needs 
of their contemporaries, but also to 
mature in their own conversion and to 
persevere in life-long commitment to 
their vocation. As Bishops, you are con-
scious of the sacrifice demanded when 
you are asked to release one of your 
finest priests for seminary work. I urge 
you to respond with generosity, for the 
good of the whole Church. 
Finally, I think you know from experi-
ence that most of your brother priests 
are happy in their vocation. What I 
said in my address about the impor-
tance of unity and cooperation within 
the presbyterate applies here too. 
There is a need for all of us to move 

beyond sterile divisions, disagreements and preconceptions, 
and to listen together to the voice of the Spirit who is guiding 
the Church into a future of hope. Each of us knows how im-
portant priestly fraternity has been in our lives. That fraternity 
is not only a precious possession, but also an immense re-
source for the renewal of the priesthood and the raising up of 
new vocations. I would close by encouraging you to foster 
opportunities for ever greater dialogue and fraternal encoun-
ter among your priests, and especially the younger priests. I 
am convinced that this will bear great fruit for their own en-
richment, for the increase of their love for the priesthood and 
the Church, and for the effectiveness of their apostolate.

Dear Brother Bishops, with these few observations, I 
once more encourage all of you in your ministry to the faithful 
entrusted to your pastoral care, and I commend you to the 
loving intercession of Mary Immaculate, Mother of the 
Church.

Pope Benedict 
Answers BishopÕs 

Question on
Vocations
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In his Homily during the 
celebration of a Votive Mass for the 
Universal Church with priests, men and 
women religious in St. Patrick's 
Cathedral, New York  on April 19, 2008 
Pope Benedict XVI said: 

The variety and richness of the 
graces bestowed by the Spirit invite us 
constantly to discern how these gifts are 
to be rightly ordered in the service of 
the ChurchÕs mission.! You, dear priests, 
by sacramental ordination have been 
configured to Christ, the Head of the 
Body. You, dear deacons, have been 
ordained for the service of that Body.! 
You, dear men and women religious, 
both contemplative and apostolic, have 
devoted your lives to following the 
divine Master in generous love and 
complete devotion to his Gospel.! All of 
you, who fill this cathedral today, as well 
as your retired, elderly and infirm 
brothers and sisters, who unite their 
prayers and sacrifices to your labors, are 
called to be forces of unity within 
ChristÕs Body.! By your personal 
witness, and your fidelity to the ministry 
or apostolate entrusted to you, you 
prepare a path for the Spirit.! For the 
Spirit never ceases to pour out his 
abundant gifts, to awaken new vocations 
and missions, and to guide the Church, 
as our Lord promised in this morningÕs 
Gospel, into the fullness of truth. So let 
us lift our gaze upward!! And with great 
humility and confidence, let us ask the 
Spirit to enable us each day to grow in 
the holiness that will make us living 
stones in the temple which he is even 
now raising up in the midst of our world.!

And in his meeting with young 
people and seminarians at St. Joseph 
Seminary in Yonkers, New York on 
April 19, 2008 he said:

Dear young people, finally I wish to 
share a word about vocations. My 

thoughts go to your parents, 
grandparents and godparents who 
have been your primary educators in 
the faith. On that day you were 
baptized, you entered into the 
holiness of God himself. You became 
adoptive sons and daughters of the 
Father. You were incorporated into 
Christ. You were made a dwelling place 
of his Spirit. Let us pray for mothers and 
fathers throughout the world, 
particularly those who may be struggling 
in any way Ð socially, materially, and 
spiritually. Let us honor the vocation of 
matrimony and the dignity of family life. 
Let us always appreciate that it is in 
families that vocations are given life.

Gathered here at Saint Joseph 
Seminary, I greet the seminarians 
present and indeed encourage all 
seminarians throughout America. I am 
glad to know that your numbers are 
increasing! The People of God look to 
you to be holy priests, on a daily journey 
of conversion, inspiring in others the 
desire to enter more deeply into the 
ecclesial life of believers. I urge you to 
deepen your friendship with Jesus the 
Good Shepherd. Talk heart to heart with 
him. Reject any temptation to 
ostentation, careerism, or conceit. Strive 
for a pattern of life truly marked by 
charity, chastity and humility, in 
imitation of Christ, the Eternal High 
Priest, of whom you are to become living 
icons. Dear seminarians, I pray for you 
daily. Remember that what counts 
before the Lord is to dwell in his love 
and to make his love shine forth for 
others.

Religious Sisters, Brothers and 
Priests contribute greatly to the mission 
of the Church. Their prophetic witness is 
marked by a profound conviction of the 
primacy with which the Gospel shapes 

Christian life and transforms society. I 
wish to draw your attention to the 
positive spiritual renewal which 
Congregations are undertaking in 
relation to their charism. Charism, a gift 
freely and graciously given, is bestowed 
by the Holy Spirit, who inspires founders 
and foundresses, and shapes 
Congregations with a subsequent 
spiritual heritage. The wondrous array of 
charisms, are an extraordinary spiritual 
treasury, which yield such a breadth of 
spiritual wisdom. I am sure that some of 
you young people will be drawn to a life 
of apostolic or contemplative service. Do 
not be shy to speak with Religious 
Brothers, Sisters or Priests about the 
charism and spirituality of their 
Congregation. No perfect community 
exists, but it is fidelity to a founding 
charism, not to particular individuals, 
that the Lord calls you to discern. Have 
courage! You too can make your life a 
gift of self for the love of the Lord Jesus 
and, in him, of every member of the 
human family.

Finally during his homily at the 
celebration of Holy Mass at New York's 
Yankee Stadium on April 20, 2008 he 
concluded with an inspiring 
exhortation:

Young men and women of America, I 
urge you: open your hearts to the LordÕs 
call to follow him into the priesthood and 
the religious life. Can there be any greater 
mark of love than this: to follow in the 
footsteps of Christ, who was willing to lay 
down his life for his friends.

During his visit to the United States, Pope Benedict 
XVI kept coming back to the vocations issue.
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My Feelings on 
Seeing

Pope Benedict XVI.
By Je" Morris

Parishioner at the Cathedral of St. John 
the Baptist

My family and I traveled to Washington 
D.C. to see the Pope. I first saw Pope 
Benedict XVI in the Pope Mobile coming 
down the first base line at Nationals Sta-
dium. I felt so blessed to be present to 
receive his apostolic blessings. As he 
processed into the stadium for the Mass, I 
felt a lump in my thr oat and tears welling 
up in my eyes. It wasn't until a couple 
days later, after hearing from my wife 
Lauren that she too had had the same ex-
perience, that I realized it was the Holy 
Spirit that descended upon us at that 
moment. Like Mary's visit to her cousin, 
Elizabeth, that filled her with the Holy 
Spirit, so too were we filled with the Holy  
Spirit by Pope Benedict XVI's visit. I will 
never forget this awe-inspiring moment. 
As a result of Pope Benedict XVI's visit, I 
feel refreshed, renewed and strengthened 
in Christ, our hope.

The Pope and the 
President 
By Dr. Paul !igpen

Founder and executive director of The Stella Maris 
Center for Faith and Culture in Savannah, Georgia.

Skies over Washington, D.C., were a cloudless, 
brilliant blue. Awaiting the arrival of Pope 
Benedict XVI, the White House was gleaming 
in the sunlight, decked out with yellow tu-
lipsÑa token of the official papal colors of 
white and gold. American and papal flags were 
posted all around and waving in the hands of 
the throng of invited guests, more than 13,000 
crowded together on the South Lawn. The 
ceremony was all pomp and pageantry, and I 
was privileged to be a guest who witnessed it 
all that glorious morning.

The President and the Pope made brief 
remarks. Our Chief Executive is a Methodist, 
and our Pontiff is of course European. But I 
was struck by how Catholic the President 
sounded, and how American the Pope 
sounded. Mr. Bush addressed the Pope as 
ÒHoly Father,Ó quoted St. Augustine and bor-
rowed phrases from BenedictÕs theological 
writings. Benedict, for his part, cited our Dec-
laration of Independence and quoted Presi-
dent George WashingtonÕs ÒFarewell Address,Ó 
ending his talk with the prayer so familiar to 
all our citizens: ÒGod bless America!Ó

In that moment, I was deeply grateful, 
both to be a Catholic and to be an American. 
And I pray that the spiritual graces of that 
weekÕs historic visit from our Holy Father will 
be abundant in the days to come.
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What do sisters look like?  What 
do they do?  Why would anyone 
want to be a sister these days?  On 
Sunday April 20, a group of youth, 
parents, priests, and religious 
gathered at St. Francis Xavier church 
in Brunswick, GA to participate in a 
Vocations Event in an attempt to answer questions such as 
these.  The day was planned by Marie Schoettle (Nativity of 
Our Lady Church in Darien), Marisol Soler (St. Francis 
Xavier), and Sr. Donna Jo Loeper (St. Benedict the Moor 
Parish, Savannah).  

Sr. Charlene Diorka, SSJ gave the keynote presentation.  
She is the Associate Director of the National Religious 
Vocation Conference in Chicago.  Sr. Charlene spoke about 
how God has called a variety of people throughout history.  
People like Moses, Jeremiah, and Abraham each heard GodÕs 
call but had an excuse for why God shouldnÕt be counting on 
them.  Sr. Charlene stressed that everyone has a call and it 
could be to the single or married life as well as to religious life 
or the diocesan priesthood.  

After this presentation, all participants divided up into 
three groups Ð one for the boys, one for the girls, and one for 
the adults.  Fr. Martino Nguyen (diocesan priest) spoke with 
the boys about his call to the priesthood.  There were 10 
sisters from a variety of communities and they divided up into 
two groups to speak with either the adults or the girls. All the 
sisters and Fr. Martino were then involved in a panel that was 
facilitated by Sr. Charlene.  The audience had an opportunity 

to ask questions of the group and 
listen to a variety of answers.  

The event turned into a family 
affair for some of the attendees.  
The Burrell family traveled from Our 
Lady, Star of the Sea in St. MaryÕs.  
John Burrell described the day as 

excellent.  He said, ÒI enjoyed it Ð it got straight to the point 
and everyone had a good time!Ó  His mother Ellen Burrell felt 
it was nice to see such diversity in the sisters and priests.  She 
also thought it was good for the youth to see that priests and 
sisters could be so happy and be so fulfilled.  Lorenzo Soler 
(St. Francis Xavier) enjoyed the opportunity to interact with 
all the nuns.  He liked to hear what their lives were like before 
and what they are like now.  LorenzoÕs sister Michaela 
enjoyed the discussion with the sisters and was interested in 
hearing about the various backgrounds.  

Most of the participants then attended the 5:30 parish 
Mass followed by a spaghetti dinner and more opportunities 
to speak with the sisters.  Besides the 10 sisters and Fr. 
Martino, there were 35 youth and 12 adults.  Each sister 
brought vocations materials from their respective 
communities which were displayed around the hall during 
the program.  Participants came away with magnets, pens, 
buttons, as well as pamphlets containing vocation 
information. Hopefully this event will encourage the youth 
and adults to pay a little more attention to how God could be 
acting in their lives.  
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