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Primary and Secondary Vocations


What is a vocation?  How should the vocations of family life and professional life be related?  How can I live an integrated life, in which my callings to a life of faith, to family, and to work reinforce one another rather than conflicting?  These questions are practical concerns for every person, especially as he or she discerns a significant choice, such as whether to enter a particular course of study, career path, marriage, or religious vocation.  In short, these questions ask, ‘what does God call me to do?’ and ‘how does He call me to do it?’        


Before we can make good decisions about how to act, we need to clarify what precisely we are doing—what we mean by certain terms, how we think activities are related, what kind of priority we should give to an activity or commitment, and what goods we hope to achieve by our actions.  This kind of reflective work is not itself the process of making a decision, and it does not make our decisions simple.  For example, once I have established definitions for terms and some general priorities, I now have to apply them to the task of making a decision, and this decision (for example, choosing a major or trying to balance particular demands of family and career) will still require discernment, persistence, and care.  The reflective work does, however, give me a place to start, a reasoned way of thinking about my choices and evaluating my options and actions (i.e., evaluating what I should do and what I have done).  Without a conceptual framework, questions about vocation can seem overwhelming.  Making decisions about how I should determine my vocation and live it out might seem haphazard and confusing.  


The goal of this essay is to offer a tentative conceptual framework for considering vocation.  I will briefly consider some ways in which Pope John Paul II’s letter to families, Familiaris Consortio, helps to answer questions about vocation such as those posed above.  My thesis is that vocations are tiered or layered.  I take it that John Paul II is correct when he contends that the proper vocation of every human being is love—a vocation that can be understood and expressed most fully as the call to a Christian life.  This vocation of love is then lived out in a primary vocation, e.g., in married and family life, and in various secondary vocations, e.g., as a member of a profession.

In order to discuss vocation, we need to clarify first what a vocation is.  For my purposes, a vocation will be defined as work that is for the benefit of others, for the development of the individual, and, ultimately, for the greater glory of God.  This work is a calling, and the human person engages in this work as a subject.  Unlike a machine, a human subject can understand and intend both an excellence in the task at hand and a benefit or purpose that goes beyond this particular task.  For example, when I teach, I want to excel at the task at hand, namely teaching philosophy.  To this end, I attempt to be clear and thorough in my explanations, to listen to students’ questions carefully, and to focus on our shared goal of pursuing wisdom.  At the same time, I also intend goods beyond my immediate activity, e.g., I teach in order to feed my family, and I offer my work as a form of prayer.  Ideally, the kind of work a person does and the goods intended over and above the present activity reflect the particular gifts of this individual and his or her nature as a human person. 


Using resources in Familiaris Consortio, I want to suggest a tiered model of vocation that distinguishes between primary and secondary vocations.
  “Primary vocation” will refer to a vocation inherent in the nature of a human person as an embodied soul.  On this level, we all share the same vocation.  God calls every person first and foremost to the vocation of love, a vocation that is most fully realized in a Christian life.  We are called to prayer, to love of neighbor, to virtue, to service, and, ultimately, to union with God.  “Secondary vocation” refers to vocations that exercise the particular gifts of a person.  Here, I cast a wide net.  A secondary vocation might be a profession, volunteer work, even perhaps an on-going hobby or personal interest.  In a secondary vocation, I develop my particular gifts in the service of God and others and for my own betterment.  


In contrast to primary vocations, particular secondary vocations are not necessary for an individual, by which I mean that no secondary vocation is implied by being a human person.  Put differently, while every person is morally obligated to become a virtuous human being, no one is obligated to develop his or her talents in one particular way.  Because a person’s constellation of gifts does not map directly onto a single activity that expresses these gifts or even onto a single set of activities, no particular secondary vocation is required of an individual.  For instance, someone with an uncanny talent for music could develop this gift by pursuing a career in music, but the fact that she has this gift does not mean that if she does not become a professional musician, she has wasted or turned her back on her talent.  Each person has many gifts; we choose to focus on particular talents or traits and to cultivate them to different degrees.  The woman in our example could develop her gift for music in a variety of ways, choosing from among a range of instruments and means of developing this gift, from becoming a professional violinist to singing with her family for fun.  The reason an individual is morally obligated to pursue a primary vocation but not obligated to pursue a particular secondary vocation is that a secondary vocation reflects an aspect of a particular person (e.g., she is an accountant because she has a gift for numbers) while a primary vocation reflects the nature of the human person.  Every person is called to a life of faith, moral virtue, and love.      


In Part II of Familiaris Consortio, John Paul II reflects on what I have called the primary vocation of the human person.  He begins his account of God’s plan for marriage and family by reflecting on the nature of the human person, that is, by giving an anthropology.  To be made in the image and likeness of God means that each human being is made through love and for love.  Through a loving creative act, God brings us into being and sustains us.  We are made for love in that we are ordered toward loving God and other humans and toward receiving love in return.  We are most fully human and most fully the image of God when we love completely.  John Paul II identifies this love as the defining vocation of the human person as such:

God is love and in Himself He lives a mystery of personal loving communion.  Creating the human race in His own image and continually keeping it in being, God inscribed in the humanity of man and woman the vocation, and thus the capacity and responsibility, of love and communion.  Love is therefore the fundamental and innate vocation of every human being.
 

Notice that John Paul II assures us that having a vocation implies both “the capacity and the responsibility” to fulfill it.  Just as we do not assign moral praise or blame unless a person has control over an action, “ought” also implies “can” in the realm of vocation.
  We are responsible for using the gifts we have been given wisely, to develop them for the good of others, for our own good, and for the greater glory of God.  Much is expected of those to whom much has been given. 


At this point, the tiered model of vocation is taking shape.  Again, the primary vocation of every human person is love.  Men and women are called to fulfill our shared vocation to love and communion, i.e., to give ourselves freely as bodies and souls together, in the sacrament of marriage or in celibate life.
  At the level of secondary vocation, men and women may participate in work of various sorts (including professional employment), charitable service, and assorted activities, hobbies, and interests.  


Primary and secondary vocations operate hierarchically.  The tiers of primary vocation are more basic because they are rooted in the nature and fundamental vocation of the human person as such.  Therefore, primary vocations must trump secondary vocations in cases of conflict, and more basic tiers trump less basic tiers within the categories of primary and secondary vocations.  For example, a man or woman might remain in a career that does not make full use of his or her talents in order to insure a stable income for the family.  Further, primary vocations inform secondary vocations (and, in general, more basic tiers inform the less basic) because the latter are ways of living out the more fundamental vocations.  For example, the Christian life is lived out as a married person, and the married person, say, a wife, serves others as professor, as stay-at-home mom, as banker, as factory worker.


How does this account help me make choices about my own vocations?  This conceptual framework can serve as a tool in discerning what one’s primary and secondary vocations are and how best to live them out.  Perhaps its greatest virtue is that primary and secondary vocations are understood as parts of a single integrated life.  We share the vocation to love with all other human persons, and this most fundamental vocation provides the touchstone for all further consideration of vocations.  When I try to discern whether to enter a particular primary or secondary vocation or how to live out a vocation, I ask myself how this choice will help me to fulfill my vocation to love.  Will marriage to this person make both of us holier?  Given my talents, which major or choice of career will offer the best opportunity to use these talents in service to God and other people?  If I am a mother or father and a professional, how does my career help me to build a strong family life for my children?


In closing, let me emphasize that, because vocations are part of an integrated life, living out a vocation well reinforces and helps me in my other vocations.  In Familiaris Consortio, John Paul II makes clear that living out the primary vocation to marriage and family well is already constitutes service to God and others that extends beyond my family.  Here, John Paul II calls for a renewal of culture through building a new humanism, which will be primarily aimed at and carried out by the family.
  He focuses on the family as the proper starting-point for renewal of culture because the family is the basic unit of society.  Thus, the health of families largely determines the health of a society.  John Paul II writes, 

The family has vital and organic links with society, since it is its foundation and nourishes it continually through its role of service to life:  it is from the family that citizens come to birth and it is within the family that they find the first school of the social virtues that are the animating principle of the existence and development of society itself.

The family is the origin of society in the most literal, material sense: a society cannot be sustained without children, and these children are generally begotten and raised in families.  The family is also the origin of society in its role as the seedbed and sustainer of culture: children are educated and formed in mind, spirit, and character primarily by parents and other family members, the teachers in this “first school of the social virtues.”  That there continue to be citizens and that these citizens embrace and pursue particular cultural values—in other words, that we are and who we are—are due to the dynamics of the family.  Because of its unique and fundamental role in human life, the family is both the object (i.e., the thing to be renewed) and the subject (i.e., the source or corporate agent) of this renewal of culture.  

Notice that John Paul II’s call for families to renew the culture is not a call for families to take on a new task.  To the contrary, John Paul II claims that living out the vocation to love through a primary vocation to marriage and family life is already accomplishes a good for the members of the family and for society beyond the family: “The very experience of communion and sharing that should characterize the family’s daily life represents its first and fundamental contribution to society.”
  This same point is true for vocations in general: a vocation lived out well will yield benefits beyond its immediate sphere.  Rather than thinking of different vocations as unrelated activities, all of which demand my time and effort, I can consider all of these vocations as parts of a single calling.  Primary and secondary vocations are different ways of living out the fundamental call to love.  
� John Paul II sometimes uses the language of “primary vocation” in Familiaris Consortio. I am following his lead in adopting the term, but I am also coining a technical term for which John Paul II need not be held accountable.  I hope that my model of tiered vocations helps to clarify his work, but problems with this model are mine and need not compromise John Paul II’s position.


� Ibid., 11.


� This connection is unsurprising, of course, given that presumably one must act to fulfill a vocation.  Christ explicitly commands us to love when He calls us to Christian life:  love the Lord your God and love your neighbor as yourself.


� John Paul II cites the sacrament of marriage and celibacy as the “two specific ways of realizing the vocation of the human person, in its entirety, to love,” according to Christian revelation (Familiaris Consortio, 11).  A married man is a husband and a physical and/or spiritual father; a married woman is a wife and a physical and/or spiritual mother.  For celibate men, primary vocations are the priesthood, religious orders, and single life; for celibate women, primary vocations are religious orders, consecrated virginity, and single life.  
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