FROM THE PASTOR: July 18, 2010


One of the guest “experts” who presented to us at the recent Jesuit “Superiors’ School” was Fr. Robert Ballecer, S.J.  A “30-something” Jesuit, Fr. Robert is a member of the California Province.  He currently serves as Director of the Center for Apostolic Technology, and also as Director of National Vocation Promotion at the Jesuit Conference in Washington, DC.  Put those two jobs together and you just might guess that Fr. Robert’s main role in vocation promotion is supporting the “on-the-ground” Jesuit vocation directors across the U.S.A. in developing and utilizing what he taught us to call “New Media” (a.k.a. internet-based communications technologies).


Anyway, Fr. Robert dragged the rest of us aging fossils (kicking and screaming?!) into the 21st century by talking to us about a research study done in 2009 by C.A.R.A.  (C.A.R.A. stands for the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate, a DC-based non-profit that conducts social scientific research on the Catholic Church).  The study, entitled “Recent Vocations to Religious Life,” revealed a lot about our current “target audience” for religious and priestly vocations.  Members of the so-called “Millennial Generation,” they are more diverse in age, background, and ethnicity than their immediate predecessors (e.g., Gen X, Gen Y).  They place a much stronger emphasis on ties to their families of origin; and they are apt to be more traditional and devotional in their practice of the faith.  


But they are also “computer kids.”  I was a member of the first generation to grow up with television.  These young people represent the first generation to have grown up knowing the personal computer and the internet; and they cannot imagine life without these things.  70 to 85% of them have (or at least have had) their own personal web pages or websites.  And when they get curious about the priesthood and/or religious life, naturally, the first place that they will search is “on the web.”  We may celebrate this “brave new world” or we may lament it; but as Fr. Robert pointed out to us, the technologies are here and they are not going away.  If we hope to continue to attract vocation prospects, we had better make sure that they can find us when they “Google”!

Enter Fr. Robert, who “blogs” and “tweets” and can “friend” you on Facebook.  He even maintains a website called TheTechStop (www.thetechstop.net) which he describes as “a site with soul.”  I quote from that website: “We hold the belief that technology must be seen as a tool, and IT as a skillset rather than an end and a vocation. Though we have as much technolust as the next nerd or uberGeek, we are much more interested in working towards having technology improve life than having IT define living.”  You just knew that there had to be at least one Jesuit somewhere doing this sort of thing – right?!  So, next time you need a hardware or software review, check with the Jesuit techno-geek you can trust!

All kidding aside, when Pope Benedict addressed our assembled Jesuit leaders in Rome at the end of our 35th General Congregation (2/21/08), he reminded us as an Order that “the Church needs you, counts on you, and continues to turn to you with confidence, particularly to reach the geographical and spiritual places where others do not reach or find it difficult to reach.”  He cited historical examples like Fr. Matteo Ricci, S.J. (1552-1610), who mastered the Chinese language and dressed as a mandarin in an attempt to inculturate the Gospel in China.  In addition to showing profound respect for the existing culture in China, he also intrigued the Chinese by sharing with them western clocks, astronomical instruments, and maps.  

The Holy Father went on to tell our Jesuit leaders that “nowadays the new peoples who do not know the Lord or know him badly, so that they do not recognize him as the Saviour, are far away not so much from the geographical point of view as from the cultural one.”  And for Fr. Robert Ballecer, along with many other Jesuits, one obvious platform from which to bridge that cultural gap is “the blogsphere,” the world of the web.

If you want to check out some of Fr. Robert’s early work for the Jesuit Conference, go to YouTube (www.youtube.com) and “search” (within YouTube) for “Jesuits Revealed.”  You will find a series of short streaming videos (about 3 minutes in length) by American Jesuits reflecting on their vocations and spiritual lives.  There are new ones being posted regularly; and there is even a “Jesuits Revealed channel” (http://www.youtube.com/user/jesuitsrevealed) which you can “subscribe” to if you want to be notified of new posts.  


And as you might guess, the “Millennial vocations” do not abandon their love of technology once they enter the Society of Jesus.  Rather, they simply join Fr. Ballecer in “conquering the web for Christ.”  That’s why you can now find Detroit Province Jesuit scholastic, Ryan Duns, going “viral” on YouTube (and his own blog, http://tinwhistler.blogspot.com/) teaching the world how to play the Irish tin whistle.  Naturally, he wears his clerics while he teaches (Bishop Fulton Sheen must be beaming down from heaven!).  And he also offers you a link to his other blog, “A Jesuit’s Journey” (http://ryandunssj.blogspot.com/), where you can follow his vocation as it progresses.  I’ll let you know in a year or two how many tin-whistle wanna-bes enter the Jesuits!  Meanwhile, I have to think that Matteo Ricci (in this 400th anniversary year of his death) would be proud!
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