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number. “Archbishop Carlson is very 
good with vocations. Wherever he 
has been appointed, the number of 
vocations has gone up,” said Father 
Martin. 

“He spends time with the semi-
narians. He often says that he will 
never ordain a man whom he doesn’t 
know. He goes to the discernment 
retreats, and he is very accessible.”

Another factor is that St. Louis has 
the largest Serra Club in the United 
States. The Serra Club works to pro-
mote vocations to the priesthood and 
consecrated religious life. The orga-
nization’s members provide parishes 
with posters about the priesthood and 
essay contests about vocations. They 
organize financial and prayer support 
for vocations and seminarians.

The archdiocese also has a well-
developed youth office directed 
toward teens and young adults.

“Our youth office is phenomenal,” 
said Father Martin. “They are inten-
tional about vocational support in all 
of its outreach, both at the parish level 
and the diocesan level. I often give 
talks to youth ministers and train 
them on vocation promotion.”

Other factors that seem to support 
vocations are the witness of young, 
energetic and happy priests. These 
priests are encouraged to share their 
vocation stories during homilies. The 
Fishers of Men Summit in St. Louis is 
an annual dinner that awards pastors 
who foster vocations.

Many vocations come from par-
ishes that have perpetual Eucharistic 
adoration coupled with a strong youth 
ministry. Every year, the Diocese of 
Arlington, Virginia, holds several 
“Quo Vadis” events for high-school 
young men. Under this program, 
there is a discernment summer camp. 
The diocese is in its 11th year of hold-
ing the camp. Quo Vadis also spon-
sors a ropes course with seminarians, 
a visit to the seminary and a basket-
ball game called “Hoops Challenge 
vs. Seminarians.” 

“We set the limit to 115 boys per 
camp, but we usually get 170 applica-
tions of boys who want to go. We end 
up having to decide on who gets to go 
by lottery,” said Father J.D. Jaffe, voca-

tion director for the Diocese of 
Arlington.

Each applicant must make a state-
ment that he is open to the vocation of 
the priesthood. “We have seen a cou-
ple of boys who went to all four years 
of Quo Vadis. In the beginning, they 
were really into the sports. By their 
second year, they became more accus-
tomed to the prayer, and by the third 
and fourth year, they developed a tre-
mendous desire to become a priest,” 
said Father Jaffe.

The growth of vocations in 
Arlington has been described as 
“organic.” It comes from good litur-
gies, strong families and solid parish-
based ministries.

“It is more than just the case of a 
good pastor or parish. It has been, 
really, faithfully practicing Catholics 
who have been promoting the faith 
for 30 years,” he said.

There are 44 seminarians in 
Arlington. They come from home-
schooling families, Catholic schools 
and public schools, with the break-
down being, roughly: 40%, 40% and 
20%, respectively.

Father Edgar Rivera, vocation 
director of Paterson, New Jersey, 
which has sent the most men to semi-
nary from 2006 to 2016, attributes his 
diocese’s success in priestly vocations 
to the fact that his bishop, Bishop 
Arthur Serratelli, is a “good shep-
herd.”

“He is passionate about vocations. 
He has a heart for international stu-
dents, and not only for seminarians, 
but for priests, as well,” said Father 
Rivera.

Bishop Serratelli hosts several 
“pizza nights” a year for vocations.

“We do this three times a year at 
different Catholic high schools. 
Bishop Serratelli will read from the 
Bible and then give a talk about voca-
tions. After this, we have adoration of 
the Blessed Sacrament. Finally, we 
have the pizza dinner, during which 
the kids can ask our bishop any ques-
tion they want,” said Father Rivera.

Another tradition in Paterson is 
an annual fundraising dinner for sem-
inarians; a video is always shown at 
the event. Last year, the video was 
titled “Get to Know Your Seminar-
ian.” In it, seminarians were inter-
viewed about their vocations. This 
year, the video will be about thanking 

seminarians. “During our ordinations 
to the diaconate this year, we decided 
to have all the seminarians process in 
together. This will be a witness,” said 
Father Rivera.

There are 55 men in Paterson’s 
seminary right now. They hail from 
the Philippines, Poland, Colombia, 
India and the U.S. For those who do 
not speak English, they are given one 
year of language lessons before offi-
cial seminary studies. All foreign 
priests remain in the diocese after 
ordination.

According to Anne Hendershott, 
the author of this study with her assis-
tant Makenzie White, there are sev-
eral factors that can account for high 
ordinations in a diocese: a “transfor-
mational” bishop; a culture of pro-
moting vocations in the diocese; a 
seminary where orthodoxy is a given; 
and a solid rector for the seminary 
who does not allow dissent from 
Catholic doctrine.

Not all dioceses have all four fac-
tors. According to Father Frank Fano 
of the Newark Archdiocese, the sem-
inary there is evenly split between 
American seminarians and foreign 
seminarians.

“You also have to look at the role 
of the Neocatechumenal Way. They 
came in the mid-1990s and spiked 
vocations up ever since,” he said.

The Neocatechumenal Way is a 
charism within the Catholic Church 
dedicated to the formation of adults. 
The movement is responsible for the 
formation of communities called 
“families in mission.” It is also known 
to attract many vocations to the 
priesthood.

When Hendershott began her 
research, she noted how some dio-
ceses had many priestly ordinations, 
while others had none. “I started ana-
lyzing the data, and the news was bet-
ter than I thought,” she said. “I think 
the No. 1 reason for vocations in most 
of these ‘superstar dioceses’ is their 
bishop and vocations director. These 
bishops are faithful. I call them trans-
formational. They are not question-
ing Catholic doctrine or calling for 
female priests. The men who answer 
the call to the priesthood want to be a 
part of something bigger than them-
selves.”

Sabrina Ferrisi writes
 from New York.
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Figure 1
Between 2006 and 2016, there were 48 total dioceses that were in the top 20 for ordinations for at least one year. To 
narrow this down, dioceses that appeared in the top 20 for four or more years (not necessarily consecutively) were then 
isolated. This brought the total to 14 dioceses, which can be seen in Figure 3. The 14 were then taken, and the average of 
ordinations per 100,000 people was calculated for this 10-year period. The ones with the highest average number of ordina-
tions were Paterson, New Jersey; St. Louis, Missouri; Arlington, Virginia; Newark, New Jersey; and Atlanta, Georgia. 

Figure 2 
The same 14 dioceses that are outlined in Figure 3 were looked at to compare their rates of seminarians to ordinations. 
The average number of seminarians per 100,000 people was calculated from 2012 to 2016. 

Figure 3 
Between 2006 and 2016, there were 48 total dioceses that were in the top 20 for ordinations for at least one year. To 
narrow this down, dioceses that appeared in the top 20 for four or more years (not necessarily consecutively) were 
then isolated. This brought the total to 14 dioceses that are seen above. This graph shows the average ordinations per 
100,000 people in 2008-10 (blue bar), 2011-13 (orange bar) and 2014-16 (gray bar). The separation between years allows 
for greater understanding of fluctuations within years. 

ceses like Lincoln, Nebraska — 
where Catholics make up only 17% of 
the total population — had eight 
ordinations in 2016, surpassing some 
of the largest dioceses in the country. 

We need to consider the cultural 
factors of a diocese — specifically, 
the role of the bishop, his vocations 
staff and the commitment by the 
laity to support vocations — as 
important variables in understand-
ing disparities in ordination rates. 

A now classic article entitled 
“Crisis in Vocations?” — published 
in 1996 by Archbishop Emeritus 
Elden Curtiss of the Diocese of 
Omaha, Nebraska — did just that. 

Pointing to ordination-rich dio-
ceses, including Peoria, Illinois, 
Arlington and Lincoln, where voca-
tions were flourishing in the ’90s, 
Archbishop Curtiss wrote: “When 
dioceses and religious communities 
are unambiguous about the ordained 
priesthood and vowed religious life; 
when there is strong support for 
vocations and a minimum of dissent 
about the male celibate priesthood 
and religious life loyal to the magis-
terium … there are documented 
increases in the numbers of candi-
dates who respond to the call.” 

Sociologists Rodney Stark and 
Roger Finke provide quantitative 
data to substantiate Archbishop Cur-
tiss’ assertions in an article in the 
Review of Religious Research pub-
lished nearly two decades ago. 
Attempting to explain the declines in 
ordinations for some dioceses, data 
collected by Stark and Finke sug-
gested that contributing to the 
decline in Catholic vocations were 
the radical revisions in religious roles 
interpreted from the Second Vatican 
Council. They argued that as the 
most central sacred aspects of reli-
gious roles, such as community life, 
distinct religious clothing and 
rhythms of prayer were dismissed or 
discontinued, “the sacred gratifica-
tions of religious vocations were 
thereby greatly reduced, as were fea-
tures of the religious life that sus-
tained and even generated these grat-
ifications.” No longer were priests 

considered “a people set apart,” as the 
Council seemed to have “nullified the 
basic ideological foundation for eigh-
teen centuries of Roman Catholic 
religious life” (Wittberg, 1994).  

In their 1992 book The Churching 
of America, 1776-1990, Stark and Finke 
warned that “the more a religious 
organization compromises with soci-
ety and the world, blurring its identity 
and modifying its teaching and eth-
ics, the more it will decline.” 

This is not to suggest that the 
Catholic Church must adopt a “con-
servative” solution to increasing 
priestly ordinations, but as Stark and 
Finke conclude: “A liberal church 
cannot motivate the intensity of 
commitment needed to fill positions 
requiring high levels of sacrifice.” 

Their data, like our current data, 
point to the importance of ortho-
doxy and the crucial role of the 
bishop and his vocations staff in 
encouraging and nurturing voca-
tions. We have found that the stron-
gest predictor of an increase in ordi-
nations in one diocese is the bishop’s 
success in increasing the number of 
ordinations in a previous diocese. 

It is not a coincidence that New-
ark’s Archbishop Emeritus John 
Myers, who had presided over one of 
the most successful dioceses in the 
country in terms of numbers of ordi-
nations, arrived in Newark after 
experiencing remarkable success in 
the Diocese of Peoria — one of the 
most ordination-rich dioceses in the 
country in the 1990s. 

In fact, Archbishop Myers was so 
successful in producing priests in 
Peoria that he was featured in a 1991 
feature article published in News-
week entitled “Now Praying in Peo-
ria.” The article’s author, Kenneth 
Woodward, lauded Archbishop 
Myers for having ordained more 
priests than Los Angeles, the nation’s 
largest archdiocese, and as many as 
New York — crediting the bishop for 
“re-priesting” Peoria’s parishes. 

Beyond the raw data, which of 
course would unfairly compare large 
dioceses like Brooklyn to small ones 
like Burlington, Vermont, we see 
similar patterns. Controlling for the 
total number of Catholics in a given 
diocese by looking at the total num-
ber of ordinations per 100,000 Cath-

olics, we find that the size of the dio-
cese matters much less than the cul-
ture of the diocese. Laredo struggles 
to ordain any men to the priesthood 
— despite large Catholic majorities 
of more than 90%. 

Some have suggested that eth-
nicity plays a role in explaining the 
lack of ordinations in some parts of 
the country, as Hispanic/Latino 
Catholics comprise about one-third 
of all U.S. adult Catholics but have 
ordination rates of only 15%. But eth-
nicity does not explain why some 
California dioceses with significant 
populations of Hispanic Catholics 
have much stronger numbers of 
ordinations each year. 

Cultural factors — including the 
role of the bishop — play the far more 
important role. Just ask Catholics liv-
ing in the Diocese of Madison, Wis-
consin, where the number of semi-
narians has increased sixfold since 
the arrival in 2003 of an inspiring new 
bishop, Robert Morlino. And it is not 
a surprise to Catholics living in 
Arlington that Bishop Paul Loverde 
— who once led the U.S. bishops’ con-
ference’s committee to encourage 
priestly vocations and who priori-
tized vocations when he arrived in 
Arlington in  1999 — welcomed some 
of the largest classes of seminarians 
in the country by the time of his 
retirement in 2016.

In an interview for Catholic 
World Report, Bishop James Conley 
of Lincoln said that the secret of a 
successful vocations program 
“begins with prayer.” In Lincoln, 
there are two communities of clois-
tered nuns who pray for vocations 
constantly. In addition to prayer, 
Bishop Conley suggested that one of 
the reasons that young men are 
attracted to the priesthood in Lin-
coln is due to “the security of know-
ing that the Diocese of Lincoln is 
100% faithful to Church teaching on 
faith and morals.”

This is exactly what Archbishop 
Curtiss said back in 1996, and our 
data still demonstrate: Where there 
is orthodoxy, there are vocations.

Anne Hendershott is professor of 
sociology and director of the 

Veritas Center for Ethics in 
Public Life at Franciscan 

University of Steubenville. 
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Ordinations in Top 5 Dioceses per 100,000 People

Top 14 Diocesan Ordinations per 100,000 People

Highest Total Seminarian Rates per 100,000 People
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