
ADDENDUM A.

Norms Concerning 
Applications for Priestly 
Formation from Those 
Previously Enrolled in a 

Formation Program

The National Conference of Catholic Bishops, in response to a special 
mandate from the Holy See (in relation to canon 455§1) contained in the 
Instruction to the Episcopal Conferences of the Congregation for Catholic 
Education of 8 March 1996 (Prot. N. 157/96) provides the following norms 
to assist the bishops of the United States, as well as those charged with the 
care of seminaries and houses of formation excepting those of Institutes 
of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, in their attention to 
the prescription of canon 241§3. The National Conference of Catholic 
Bishops therefore decrees that these norms are to be followed in reviewing 
an application for enrollment in a program of priestly formation submitted 
by one who has previously been enrolled in such a program or who has 
belonged to an institute of consecrated life or a society of apostolic life.

PREAMBLE

Pastores dabo vobis offers the theological framework for the Norms  
which follow:

What is true of every vocation, is true specifically of the priestly 
vocation: the latter is a call, by the Sacrament of Holy Orders 
received in the Church, to place oneself at the service of the 
People of God with a particular belonging and configuration to 
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Jesus Christ and with the authority of acting “in the name and in 
the person” of him who is Head and Shepherd of the Church.

From this point of view, we understand the statement of the 
Synod Fathers: “The vocation of each priest exists in the Church 
and for the Church: through her this vocation is brought to ful-
fillment. Hence we can say that every priest receives his vocation 
from our Lord through the Church as a gracious gift, a grace gra-
tis data (charisma). It is the task of the Bishop or the competent 
superior not only to examine the suitability and the vocation of 
the candidate but also to recognize it. This ecclesiastical element 
is inherent in a vocation to the priestly ministry as such. The 
candidate to the priesthood should receive his vocation not by 
imposing his own personal conditions, but accepting also the 
norms and conditions which the Church herself lays down, in 
the fulfillment of her responsibility.” (Pastores dabo vobis, no. 35, 
citing Propositio 5)

PURPOSE

A primary responsibility of a diocesan bishop is the selection and train-
ing of candidates for the priesthood. This is likewise true for those major 
superiors responsible not only for the religious formation of candidates, 
but also for the priestly formation of at least some members. In the recent 
past, difficulties have arisen in this area, specifically regarding applicants 
who previously have been enrolled in a program of priestly formation 
or who have belonged to an institute of consecrated life or a society of 
apostolic life. Decisions regarding the suitability of individual applicants 
require both adequate information and a reasonable procedure to follow. 
These procedural norms have been formulated in an effort to serve dioc-
esan bishops in fulfilling this weighty responsibility. These norms have 
been written out of a respect for the inherent rights and responsibilities 
of bishops, for the canonical norms which are already in place, and with 
respect for the juridical limitations of the episcopal conference. It is our 
hope that the following norms will promote mutual collaboration among 
bishops, major superiors, seminaries and priestly formation programs out 
of concern for the common good. More specifically, the purpose of this 
document is three fold:
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1. To provide a process for full disclosure of all relevant informa-
tion about a candidate who had previously been in formation 
and who subsequently applies for enrollment in a program of 
priestly formation

2. To facilitate a complete and confidential exchange of infor-
mation about the applicant’s prior enrollment in a program 
of priestly formation or his belonging to an institute of conse-
crated life or a society of apostolic life

3. To establish a process wherein former bishops and major 
superiors of an applicant can participate in a consultative 
review in regard to his application

NORMS FOR EVALUATION OF  
APPLICATIONS IN THESE CASES

1. At the time of departure from a seminary or diocesan forma-
tion program the diocesan bishop or seminary rector must 
inform the student by means of a written summary statement 
or letter of understanding that if he applies to a program of 
priestly formation in the future, relevant information will 
be communicated to the diocesan bishop, major superior, 
and, if necessary, the seminary rector, who is responsible  
for admission.

2. If an applicant has been dismissed from a program of priestly 
formation or from an institute of consecrated life or a society 
of apostolic life, no subsequent application will be considered 
in the two years following such dismissal. If the departure was 
other than a dismissal, sufficient time should be allotted to 
evaluate carefully his application and background.

Commentary
This waiting period is intended both to assist the applicant by 
giving him sufficient time to deal with the issues that led to 
his departure and to safeguard the diocese or religious com-
munity against the unnecessary risks of a speedy readmission. 
Reconsideration of a decision to dismiss should rarely, if ever, 
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be undertaken, and only if demonstrably clear and positive 
reasons to the contrary can be established.
 The applicant is to be encouraged to seek the assis-
tance and guidance of a spiritual director during this period. 
Spiritual directors and confessors are urged to avail them-
selves of this opportunity to remind these men of the par-
ticular requisites for admission to the seminary and eventual 
advancement to orders, and of the special challenges and dif-
ficulties of the priestly life, especially of the need for a firm 
commitment to the celibate state. However, the reserved 
nature of the internal forum would preclude those officials 
making admissions decisions from inquiring of the confessors 
or spiritual directors regarding these matters.

3. Diocesan and seminary application forms must include a 
question which specifically asks whether an applicant has 
ever applied to, been accepted or rejected by, or been dis-
missed from a diocesan formation program, seminary, insti-
tute of consecrated life or society of apostolic life.

4. At the time of future application the applicant must per-
mit the release of all relevant information concerning his 
departure from any previous program of priestly formation 
or institute of consecrated life or society of apostolic life to 
the diocesan bishop, and, if necessary, the seminary rector, 
to whom he is applying. This release that the applicant signs 
must clearly state that he:

a. consents to the sharing of all relevant information from 
previous formation programs with the diocesan bishop 
or rector to whom he is applying, and

b. understands that no person has a right to be accepted 
into a program of priestly formation.

An applicant’s refusal to provide the release of all relevant 
information provides sufficient grounds to reject the applica-
tion. Likewise, inaccurate, incomplete, or misleading infor-
mation provided by the applicant also provides sufficient 
grounds for rejection of the application.
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It may be expected that the diocesan bishop will share the 
information with the seminary rector and/or other seminary 
admissions personnel. All persons who receive and/or review 
this information are reminded of the confidentiality required 
in these matters, and of the applicant’s right to privacy and to 
a good reputation (see CIC, c. 220). The applicant should be 
advised of the information thus communicated which influ-
ences the admissions process.

Commentary
Accurate information on the previous departure from a semi-
nary formation program or from an institute of consecrated 
life or a society of apostolic life is essential in evaluating a 
decision for subsequent admission to a seminary. Diocesan 
formation programs and other seminaries are encouraged to 
complete a final “exit” evaluation for departing students in 
order to have information on record regarding students at the 
time of leaving. This information (positive and/or negative) 
could be most helpful at a time of subsequent application.

5. Once the release has been executed and received, all semi-
naries attended and dioceses and/or institutes of consecrated 
life and societies of apostolic life with which the applicant 
was affiliated must be contacted in written form and should, 
if possible, be contacted through an oral, confidential inter-
view with those persons responsible for the applicant’s forma-
tion at that time. Those contacted should provide the per-
tinent information in a timely manner so as not to delay the 
process. For the sake of an accurate account of the interview, 
written notes should be taken and included in the applicant’s 
confidential, permanent file. A record of calls or inquiries 
received by a diocese or seminary regarding a former stu-
dent should be maintained. If any such institution or person 
responsible is not contacted with respect to a given appli-
cation but nevertheless learns of it, all relevant information 
should be disclosed to the proper ecclesiastical authority.

Commentary
The authority handling the application is seriously obligated 
to fulfill this responsibility. “Those persons responsible” who 
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should be contacted would include the major superior(s), 
bishop(s), vocation director(s), and rector(s) and/or dean(s) 
in office at the time the applicant was in formation. Action 
neither can nor should be taken regarding the application 
without this necessary information. The serious nature of 
this responsibility is outlined in the Circular Letter from the 
Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the 
Sacraments entitled, “Scrutinies regarding the Suitability of 
Candidates for Orders” (Prot. N. 589/97; see paragraph no. 8 
and the introductory letter from the Pro-Prefect).

6. The diocesan bishop who decides to accept an applicant who 
was previously enrolled in a program of priestly formation or 
who belonged to an institute of consecrated life or a society 
of apostolic life must write a formal letter to the seminary or 
religious formation program where he is sending the appli-
cant, with a copy to the bishop(s) of any diocese for which 
the applicant was previously in formation, or the major 
superior(s) of any institutes of consecrated life or society of 
apostolic life to which the candidate belonged. The letter 
should clearly state that:

a. the applicant has been evaluated according to the norms 
outlined above;

b. a thorough investigation of the applicant’s background 
has been undertaken, including conversations with offi-
cials from the prior formation program in which he was 
enrolled including the current diocesan bishop(s) and 
major superior(s); and,

c. it is his prudential judgment that the applicant is fit for 
seminary studies.

A seminary or other priestly formation program may not 
accept a student if such a formal letter has not been sub-
mitted by the diocesan bishop or major superior who recom-
mends the applicant. It is understood that seminaries retain 
the authority not to accept students judged by their admis-
sion procedures to be unsuitable, even when such a formal 
letter has been received.
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7. If, after the evaluation of the application has been completed, 
the applicant is not accepted, it may be helpful for the proper 
authority to disclose to him the basic reasons why he was not 
accepted into the seminary or formation program.

8. In the case where the diocesan bishop has reservations 
about the judgment for a particular applicant, he may 
seek advice from the Committee on Priestly Formation.  

Commentary
In formulating his judgment, the bishop is assisted by the 
direction given in the Code of Canon Law, canon 241. Section 
one of that canon states that the diocesan bishop is to admit 
to the major seminary only those candidates whose human, 
moral, spiritual and intellectual gifts, as well as physical and 
psychological health and right intention show the applicant’s 
capability to dedicate himself permanently to the sacred min-
istries. Section three of the same canon addresses the cases 
at hand, requiring the bishop to inquire into the applicant’s 
reasons for departure or dismissal from the prior program. 
Furthermore, the NCCB’s Program of Priestly Formation, 
Fourth Edition, numbers 510 through 528, gives normative 
regulations concerning applications for formation in this 
country. Notable among them for these cases are numbers 
512, 525, and 526.

Having considered these general prescriptions, as well 
as the norms presented here for these special cases, if the 
bishop would like further advice, the Committee on Priestly 
Formation stands ready to assist him with a review of the 
application. This review is offered in response to the request 
by the Congregation for Catholic Education that the epis-
copal conference set up “a body with the task of studying, 
upon request of the diocesan bishops, the eventual recourses 
directed to them, with the scope of providing the bish-
ops with advice to aid their decision.” The Committee on 
Priestly Formation clearly understands this to be a service 
which it renders, similar to the voluntary visitation program 
for seminaries. The task of this review process is to render an 
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advisory opinion; recourse can be sought only by the accept-
ing bishop, and the relief offered is review and advice.

This process is an integral part of the internal discipline 
of the Church by which it assesses the suitability of candi-
dates for priestly formation and seeks to discern answers 
to what are essentially religious questions. Historically, this 
process has not been public; rather it has been entirely pri-
vate and for that reason, confidential. An applicant has a 
right to a good reputation and the protection of his privacy 
(c. 220), so any information gained through this procedure 
and any subsequent review will continue to be held with 
the highest degree of confidentiality. The process by which 
the Committee on Priestly Formation might offer fraternal 
advice to a bishop or major superior will likewise be internal 
and confidential.


