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THE BAPTISM OF THE LORD 
Is 42:42:1-4,6-7; Ps 29:1-2,3-4,3,9-10; Acts 10:34-38; Lk 3:15-16,21-22 

 

MY VOCATIONAL STORY 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Saturday, January 12, 2019, 5:00 p.m. Mass 

Sunday, January 13, 2019, 8:30 and 10:30 a.m. Masses 

 

For many years, in many places, 

  the Baptism of the Lord, what we are celebrating today, 

    is Vocation Sunday. 

In the first reading God tells Isaiah, 

  “I, the Lord, have called you” (Is 42:6). 

 

All of us are called by God. 

All of us have a vocation. 

 

Both Peter, in the second reading from Acts, 

  and Luke, in the gospel, 

  talk about Jesus, and how he was called by his Father in heaven, 

  and how his vocation was to proclaim the Good News and to heal the sick. 

 

When I was at St. Stephen’s, 

  I regularly had the seminarians and the newly ordained priests 

    tell their vocation stories or this Sunday, 

  but I never did, and that staff heckled me, “When are you going to share yours?” 

 

So here we go:  my vocation story. 

Even though this is “my story,” it is not about me. 

It is about God, and about Jesus, 

  and how God is active in the ordinary events of our lives, 

  and how the spiritual journey has all kinds of twists and turns, 

  and how all of us are called to listen and respond. 

 

Here I am, a priest. 

How did God get me here? 

 

I came from a devout Catholic family, Incarnation Parish, South Minneapolis. 

My mom and dad are devout Catholics: 

  Mass every Sunday, meal prayers at every meal, Rosary in the car. 

The Gospel Law of Love was our house rules. 

I had four great aunts who were nuns: 

  Sister Eve, Sister Geneva, Sister Benedicta, and Sister Basilia. 

But there were no priests in our entire relationship, 

  and my mom and dad were really hoping for a priestly vocation, 

    but they didn’t say much about it to me.  No pressure. 
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Dad went to daily Mass at 6:30, 

  so there were some days that I went to daily Mass at 8:00 before school. 

It was Latin in those days, so I didn’t understand the words, 

  but I was touched by the reverence and mystical nature of it all. 

In sixth grade I became an altar server, 

  and it will come as no surprise to you, by 7th and 8th grade, I was the head altar server. 

Being close to the Mass, I got to know the priests, 

  Msgr. Gormley, the pastor, a grandfatherly old fellow, 

  and Fr. Ralph Goman, a newly ordained priest,  

    director of the altar servers, who has assisted here at St. Bart’s. 

They were very kind to me, 

  and it was like God tapped me on the shoulder when I was 12 and 13 and said, 

  “Michael, you could be like them.” 

 

So in 7th grade I started responding to vocation ads in the Catholic Bulletin. 

There were two high school seminaries in Minnesota at the time, 

  Nazareth Hall in Roseville, where Northwestern College is now, 

  and Crosier Seminary in Onamia. 

I visited both. 

It was an easy choice for me:  Crosier was much warmer, a happier place. 

So when I was 14, a freshman in high school, I went off to a boarding school seminary. 

My mom told me years later that she cried most of the way home. 

 

I went to the seminary thinking that I was called to be a priest, 

  but something unexpected happened. 

The Crosiers are a community of priests and brothers. 

  The priests said Mass and taught most of the classes. 

  The brothers did the other jobs. 

  Brother Mike was the head basketball coach, and he was like a second father to me. 

  I had a part time job in the print shop, 

    and Brother Howard and Brother Ron, my bosses, also became great friends, 

    and they were my personal cheering section when I played on the basketball team. 

The Crosier priests, they didn’t seem so much like Msgr. Gormley and Father Goman. 

Almost all of my teachers were priests. 

I thought that they were a little distant, aloof, intellectual, less approachable, less friendly. 

I was really attracted to Crosier religious life, 

  and I really liked the brothers, very down-to-earth, very happy, so I decided to make a big shift. 

I thought, “It is not necessary to be a priest to join the community, or to do education ministry.” 

So I entered the community when I was 20, not to be a priest, but to be a religious Brother. 

My ministry would not be to say Mass, but teach biology and coach. 

After my college graduation, when I was 24, I went back at the same place, Crosier, 

  not as a student, but as a Brother, and teach and coach I did, 

    full tilt for the next 16 years. 

And you have heard some of the teaching and coaching stories. 
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But again, something unexpected happened. 

You would think, because I was a Brother, that the vocation question would be settled, 

  but it wasn’t. 

After I had been in the community for five years, it was time to renew my religious vows. 

  Priesthood was still an open question for me:  “Should I or shouldn’t I? 

I went to my spiritual director, and he said,  

  “God has put two great paths before you.  Pick one and run with it?” 

I loved coaching.  I loved teaching.  So I ran with being a Brother. 

Except then I second-guessed myself. 

  “Is this what I want or is this what God wants?” 

  Maybe I’m being stubborn. 

 

Three years later it was time for my solemn or lifetime profession the community. 

  The question was still unresolved:  priest or brother? 

  I went Brother. 

  My most effective teaching and coaching years followed right after that. 

  I must be God’s plan. 

 

But you guessed it:  the question would not go away. 

The restlessness continued. 

 

When I was in high school, when I was on the basketball team, 

  so I couldn’t be in the choir, because both practiced in the afternoon at the same time. 

But I always wanted to try singing. 

When I was new on the faculty, the choir director was a good friend of mine, 

  and I approached him with a weird question:  “Do you think I can sing with the students?” 

So he said, “I’ll ask them.” 

I had them all in class, and on various teams, and they said, 

  “Sure, let him join the choir!” 

Every month or six weeks,  

  the choir would go on the road to a parish and sing at all of the weekend Masses. 

I was the bus driver, and I sang too. 

The pastor would always say that Mass and preach, 

  and on one of these trips, the priest’s homily was just terrible. 

And God tapped me on the shoulder and said, 

  “Michael, you could do better than this priest.” 

 

Then something else happened. 

I was the cross country coach, and as part of our early season training, 

  I would take the team up to Itasca State Park. 

We spent a week at a group camp on the Wilderness Drive. 

We ran all of the trails of the park and had a great time. 

And, as a Brother, I placed a very high value on prayer and the Eucharist, 

  and we were going to be a team that not only ran together but prayed together. 

I was coaching at a seminary that promoted vocations to the priesthood. 

So I would have a priest friend come up and say Mass for our runners 2 or 3 times that week. 
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During one of those Masses in the lodge, God tapped me on the shoulder again: 

  “So. you’re pushing the priesthood for those guys.  What about you?” 

  “Michael, you could be saying Mass for your runners.” 

 

At this point I had been a Brother for 17 years. 

It was 1989. 

The Seminary closed for falling enrollment and lack of finances. 

Now I was at a major crossroads. 

If I were to switch to priesthood, it would be a perfect time for the transition. 

I went to another spiritual director. 

I prayed. 

I took interest inventories. 

Even though I was restless and unsettled, 

  the decision was made to continue with education ministry. 

I landed the dream job, in Grand Island, Nebraska, 

  at Central Catholic High School, head boys basketball coach and junior high principal. 

 

On June 1st I packed up the red Ford Econoline van, 

  and drove to our community in Hastings, Nebraska. 

I was all alone.  I never cried so much while driving.  It was maybe the saddest drive of my life. 

I loved the Onamia days and that chapter was done and gone. 

 

So about three weeks after I moved into the monastery, in late June, 

  we were at daily Mass. 

I was standing right next to Fr. Martin Schoenberg, 

  the scripture scholar of our community, 

  who had taught in the seminary most of his priesthood. 

I had lived with him in Fort Wayne years earlier, so we were old buddies. 

  He was retired, had a severe throat ailment, and could barely talk. 

And during Mass, God tapped me on the shoulder, and said, 

  “Michael, who is going to replace this priest?” 

 

At Central Catholic, I was the only religious on staff. 

In addition to being junior high principal and coaching,  

  I was in charge of helping the students plan the school Masses. 

We had two newly ordained who took turns saying our weekly all-school Masses. 

And to be perfectly honest, on Week One, Father A delivered a very substandard homily, 

  and on Week Two, Father B was equally as bad, maybe worse. 

And God tapped me on the shoulder and said, “You can do better than these men.” 

 

Before a month of school was over, before a single basketball practice or game, 

  it became eminently clear that I was being called by God to something else. 

So in early October, restless as I was, new on the faculty, 

  I decide to write to the Provincial and ask for permission to pursue the priesthood. 

Other brothers had applied and been denied, so I knew that this was no slam dunk. 

I decided to put it all in God’s hands. 
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I’ll write to the Provincial and see what happens. 

Maybe God will give me a sign. 

I wrote the letter, and the restlessness vanished immediately:  sign number one. 

I received a reply from the Provincial in two short weeks: 

  “We were wondering when you would write.  Permission granted.”  sign number two. 

I couldn’t leave right away, because it would have destabilized the school. 

I stayed two years, and we couldn’t announce until the last minute,  

  otherwise it would have diminished my effectiveness. 

 

So I was at peace about the change of course to the priesthood, 

  but any additional sign that God might send me would be most appreciated. 

 

Then announcement day came. 

It was early May, 1991. 

The students got the news from the superintendent during the morning announcements. 

Then it was lunch time. 

Remember, I was the junior high principal. 

I supervised the cafeteria every lunch period, 

  and you know how it can be between junior high kids and the principal. 

A group of 7th grade girls would come up to me,  

  “Brother Mike, I think you’ll be a good priest.” 

Then several 7th grade boys came up to me,  

  “Brother Mike, I think you’ll be a good priest.” 

By the end of the lunch hour, half of the 7th and 8th graders had come up to me.   

Those students had no obligation whatsoever to say anything: 

  out of the mouths of children or young people, 

  it was totally genuine, and one of the greatest gifts that I ever received from God. 

 

I was totally at peace. 

I have never looked back. 

I couldn’t be happier in the priesthood. 

Some days things don’t well, other days I am beat at the end of the day, 

  but it is the path that God has chosen for me. 

 

So many people have jobs that don’t coincide with their values and priorities. 

  Priesthood fits my values and priorities hand in glove. 

Many people don’t enjoy their jobs. 

  I love mine. 

Many people watch the clock. 

  For me, the times flies by. 

 

I wondered:  “Why did it take me so long?  Have I been stubborn?” 

Then it dawned on me, “This extended plan was God’s design all along. 

  God is dealing with me just like he did with Moses and King David.   

  They had to show that they could lead sheep before they could lead God’s people. 

  I had to show that I could lead my students and athletes before I could lead God’s parishioners.” 
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So here I am, 23+ years as priest, happier than a clam. 

 

It is a joy for me to be a priest 

  and it is a privilege for me to serve you. 

 

As we celebrate the “Baptism of the Lord,” 

  God has a call and vocation for every one of us. 

Sometimes what God wants is clear right away. 

  Other times it takes years to figure out. 

Restlessness is a gift from God.  

  It keeps us searching. 

 

If we allow the Hound of Heaven to track us down, 

  God will show us the way he wants us to go.   

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 


