DIOCESE OF GREAT FALLS-BILLINGS

HANDBOOK FOR SEMINARIANS
We offer this Handbook for Seminarians for all seminarians and candidates
seeking priestly ministry in the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings, Montana.
Men of God…seek after integrity, piety, faith, love, steadfastness and
gently spirit. Fight for the good fight of faith. Take firm hold on the
everlasting life to which you were called.
1 Timothy 6:11-12
St. Paul's letter to Timothy expresses the care and concern the Bishop and the people
of the diocese have for the formation of all our seminarians. To assist our
seminarians in their education and formation for the ordained priesthood, the diocese
references its procedures in this handbook. Our Bishop hopes it will give clarity to
all seminarians and candidates as to how the Vocation Office can be helpful to the
seminarians, candidates, and their families during seminary training.
The Bishop entrusts the implementation of this handbook to the Diocesan Vocation
Office personnel to be used for the good of the seminarians and prospective
candidates.
We solicit the prayers of the clergy and of all the faithful for those in discernment
along with our candidates who are studying for the priesthood in seminaries.
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INTRODUCTION
This handbook is to be a source text of the various requirements and policies of the
Roman Catholic Diocese of Great Falls-Billings for those who are pursuing seminary
studies for the Roman Catholic priesthood. These policies are aimed at providing
consistent and equitable procedures for dealing with all the candidates for seminary, and
with all the seminarians of the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings.
The Bishop of the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings has appointed the Director of
Vocations to implement and carry out these policies.
This policy statement is a diocesan application of the “Program of Priestly Formation in
the United States of America: Sixth Edition (PPF: 6th Edition).”
Questions regarding the material in this document can be directed to:
THE VOCATION OFFICE
P.O. BOX 1399
GREAT FALLS, MONTANA 59403-1399
https://diocesegfb.org/home-page/vocations/

Very Reverend Monsignor Daniel Wathen
Vicar General and Director of Vocations
djwathen@gmail.com
406-697-7039 (cell)
Deacon Matthew Solarz
Assistant Director of Vocations
Reverend Jay Peterson
Director of Seminarian Formation
jpeterson@diocesegfb.org
406-899-2698 (cell)
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THE ROLES OF THE DIRECTORS OF
VOCATIONS & SEMINARIAN FORMATION
Each member of the Church has a duty to help promote and foster vocations. All
seminarians are sponsored by either a diocese or a religious order. Among his
primary duties, the Bishops of the Church are entrusted with the responsibility to
promote and foster vocations to the priesthood and religious life and to assure that
the pastoral and sacramental needs of the Church are meet. In the Diocese of Great
Falls-Billings the Vocations Office has both a Director of Vocations and a Director
of Seminarian Formation; they are a direct extension of this special ministry of the
Bishop. Their ministry is to see to it that this most important work of the Church is
carried out.
The responsibilities of the Director of Vocations are:
- to develop and promote programs which may help priests and people alike
be more aware of the need for priests and religious in our diocese;
- to help guide discernment of the priestly call to serve as priests or religious;
- to help inquirers to pursue possible entrance into the seminary, to help
them discern and clarify the Lord’s call in their lives through vocation
counseling, reflective listening, spiritual direction and guidance;
- to screen candidates who, if found acceptable for seminary studies, and to
work with the candidate for entrance into a formal seminary program;
- to assemble the application portfolio and submit it in a timely fashion in
collaboration with the candidate.
- There may be, at the discretion of the Bishop, an Assistant Director of
Vocations who serves to help especially with recruitment.
Once an applicant has been accepted by the Bishop as a seminarian, the Director of
Seminarian Formation then becomes the contact person or liaison between the
diocese and seminary. His primary duties are:
- to participate actively in formal seminary evaluations and to offer
recommendations for change and growth;
- to serve as a contact person for the seminarian and become responsible for
his pastoral care;
- to serve as financial aid officer, academic guidance counselor, and, on
occasion, as a spiritual advisor;
- to visit each seminary annually to ascertain the progress of each
seminarian;
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- to offer an opportunity for personal contact between the seminarian and
the diocese.
Both the Director of Vocations and the Director of Seminarian Formation work as
a team in the Vocations Office. Both are available to our seminarians throughout
their formation.

QUALITIES OF CANDIDATES FOR THE PRIESTHOOD
In addition to being a baptized Catholic man who is fully initiated into the Catholic
Church, to be qualified for the Roman Catholic priesthood, a candidate should
possess the following qualities:
FAITH: The candidate must be a man who is knowledgeable about his faith. His
prayer life and spiritual life must reflect that he is willing to know, love, and serve
the Lord Jesus Christ. He must be active in the Catholic faith. Evidence of this would
be exhibited by his regular attendance at Mass and his involvement in home parish
activities.
MATURITY: The candidate must have achieved normal emotional, psychological,
and intellectual growth. He must also be leading a virtuous and moral life.
WILLINGNESS TO EMBRACE THE LIFESTYLE OF A PRIEST: A
candidate must be willing to accept the lifestyle that is required of an ordained priest
in the Roman Catholic Church today. Therefore, the candidate must be willing to
obey the leaders of the Church and accept all that the Church teaches. There must be
a willingness to accept celibacy as a true and noble way of life. It is important to
live a celibate lifestyle in an honest and sincere way, not only after ordination, but
while preparing for ordination. There must be an understanding that the lifestyle of
a priest is one of witness in today’s world. To embrace a spirit of poverty or
detachment is also recognized as something noble for anyone who seeks to serve
God's people.
GOOD HEALTH: Since the preparation for the priesthood and the lifestyle of a
priest is often rigorous and demanding, it is essential that the candidate have good
health in body, mind, and spirit. Physical handicaps or medical difficulties do not
necessarily of themselves exclude a person from priesthood. However, care must be
taken that a person who has handicaps or physical difficulties is made aware of the
specific demands of the priesthood, and how these demands may affect him should
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he be permitted to pursue the priesthood. Emotional stability is also essential for the
priesthood and ministry. Psychological disorders or problems may exclude a
candidate from studying for the priesthood. Of special concern is an applicant’s
psycho-sexual health. See PPF: 6th Edition, 66-90 for greater detail and explanation.
WILLINGNESS TO LEARN: Good grades are not only a sign of educational
ability, but also a sign of how a candidate applies himself to the task of learning.
Preparation for ordination will include learning not only about God and the Church,
but also about himself and how he will be able to utilize his own special abilities and
talents in serving the people of God. Good academic ability is necessary since the
United States Conference of Catholic Bishops requires that every candidate for the
priesthood attain a Masters of Divinity degree, or the equivalent, before ordination
to the priesthood.
WILLINGNESS TO SERVE: Service is required of anyone who chooses to follow
Jesus Christ. A candidate’s activity in his parish or church is a sign of his willingness
to embrace a lifestyle of service to God and His people. The candidate must see the
priesthood in the context of being a “minister of the ministers.” The priesthood then,
is about service. It is about helping people grow in Christ and leading them to serve
one another following the commands of the Lord Jesus. These qualifications may
be listed in idealistic terms. However, each candidate who approaches the Church
seeking the possibility of serving as a priest must have these qualities. The candidate
must also be willing to utilize all available aids (the Vocation Office, the Director of
Vocations, Director of Seminarian Formation, seminary formation programs,
spiritual direction, etc.) to help him grow not only as a candidate for the priesthood,
but as a devoted follower of Jesus Christ.

HOW TO BECOME A SEMINARIAN
The desire to become a priest may come at any age. This desire may be influenced
by many different persons and sources. It is imperative that any prospective
candidate be in contact with the Vocation Office to assist in discerning this
prospective call.
The desire alone to become a priest does not constitute eligibility for priesthood. The
Church has always asked that this call of the Lord be tested and found true before a
person is eligible for entrance into a formal seminary formation program. In order to
receive beneficial results from the discernment and admissions process, the
prospective candidate must be willing to share himself, his call, his growth, and his
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struggles with those who have been given the responsibility of helping in this
process.
As a matter of policy, the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings accepts a man as a
candidate for the seminary before any formal seminary application is made. The
procedure that is utilized for this acceptance is outlined below. Many documentary
items that are required by this policy are also required by the seminary formation
programs that the diocese utilized in the training of its priests. The applicant, assisted
by the Director of Vocations, begins the process of application to the seminary.
Included as part of the application process are the following documents to be
submitted to the Director of Vocations:
1. Complete “Application for Acceptance as a Seminarian for the Diocese
of Great Falls-Billings” available from the Director of Vocations
2. Criminal background and the initiation of Safe Environment training
(arranged through the Vocations Office)
3. A biographical interview with the Director of Vocations
4. Baptismal and Confirmation certificates issued within last six months
5. Record of applicant’s marriage, divorce, or spouses’ death certification
(if applicable)
6. High school (and college) transcripts
7. References from five or six people, including the applicant’s Pastor
8. Two color photographs (taken in a jacket and tie)
9. A meeting with the Bishop
If the Director of Vocations and the Bishop find the Candidate acceptable up to this
point, the following documents must be obtained for the file:
1. A physical examination report submitted to the Director of Vocations
2. A psychological assessment arranged through the Vocations Office
(This report becomes property of the Diocese.)
ACCCEPTANCE AS A CANDIDATE:
The final decision to accept an applicant is made by the Bishop and the Director of
Vocations after a prayerful and careful consideration of the following:
1. The information gathered from the Application and from
biographical interviews
2. The physical examination report
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3.
4.
5.
6.

The results of the psychological assessment
Recommendations by persons who know the applicant
Review of the applicant’s academic record
The comments from the interview with the Bishop

In each instance, the Director of Vocations will be honest and frank with the
applicant about the process and its outcome. There is no intention to prevent any
qualified applicant from pursuing entrance into a seminary or formation program.
TIMELINE:
The Director of Vocations will notify the applicant of the final decision in writing
regarding the application process in a timely manner. He will also collaborate with
the seminary in assembling the application portfolio and submitting it to the
admissions office of the seminary. The Bishop includes a votum among the
documents. Seminaries generally accept applications during February and March
for the upcoming academic year. If the seminary rejects the application, the Director
of Vocations will contact the applicant and notify him in writing.

PROGRAM OF PRIESTLY FORMATION NOTES
Due to contemporary circumstances and given the variety of backgrounds potential
candidates may bring, new elements have been developed to create an adequate plan
for priestly formation. The following elements of formation, which are required in
order to reach ordination, are found in detail in “Program of Priestly Formation in
the United States of America: Sixth Edition” of the USCCB. This sketch is meant
to be interpreted in the most general terms, but can help provide clarity concerning
the timing, schedule, and basic plan of seminarian life.
A. The Propaedeutic Stage
This first stage of preparation is directed to three major concerns:
1. The life of the Church is presented to the man interested in
priesthood as a community in which excellence is nurtured;
2. It is a time to practice the daily participation in the Eucharist and to
foster a love of Sacred Scripture and familiarity with the prayer of
the Church (the Liturgy of the Hours);
3. There is an introduction to the basic elements of the Christian faith
as the potential seminarian discerns attentively and purposefully his
potential vocation to the priesthood in the presence of a supportive
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community of fellow seminarians and formators; this community is
an ideal environment for growth in self-knowledge.
B. The Discipleship Stage
The aim of this time is the systematic formation of the seminarian as a disciple
of Jesus Christ. The seminarian:
1. Develops his principal strengths;
2. Grows to identify, acknowledge and begin to overcome his
shortcomings.
C. The Configuration Stage
The seminarian hones his capacity to serve and become a man for others.
D. The Vocational Synthesis Stage
The Transitional Deacon experiences a life of self-giving in a pastoral setting
as he begins the transition to full-time ministry.
(See pp. 17-18, PPF: 6th Edition)
In academic terms, the seminarian begins with a college education with an emphasis
on philosophy (collegiate level), and then moves to a study of theology (theology
level). Each is roughly four years of study, but in each case, adjustments are made
based on the applicant’s academic background. A man with some college education
may enter as a “pre-theology” student. Careful attention is paid in each case to the
fulfillment of the goals of all four stages outlined above.

GENERAL FINANCIAL INFORMATION
It is the policy of the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings that no qualified college or
theology candidate is turned away from the seminary due to the lack of financial
resources. The whole Church shares the financial responsibility for preparing those
who are called to serve the community as priests. Specific responsibility falls upon
the following:
1. Student: A student benefits personally from his educational experience and
should, as part of the Church, share in funding his seminary education.
Students should monitor their spending and lifestyles. Necessities should be
carefully considered.
2. Family: If a student is still legally a dependent, the parents remain the
primary educators of their child and, as such, share in the responsibility for
the expenses of their son’s seminary education, in so far as this is possible.
3. Parish: A student’s home parish plays a special role in his vocational
development. Wherever possible, this role includes helping with his
educational and personal expenses.
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4. Diocese: A seminary student leaves a local community to serve the larger
community, and the diocese. Therefore, generally, the diocese will pay a
substantial portion of his educational cost.
Described below are diocesan policies that govern scholarships, and grants to
seminarians who do quality for financial aid. Financial assistance is granted
according to the level of seminary studies achieved by the individual seminarian.
School loans can be addressed with a long-term plan for previous college expenses
and the first two years of college level seminary. These plans are enacted after
priestly ordination. Previous school debt should be discussed with the Director of
Vocations. The Bishop reserves the right to arrange for formation expenses that may
not fit within this policy.
The following is a listing by academic level of the financial assistance that is offered
by the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings. Experience shows that each case is unique,
and the Director of Formation will assist in programming the details for each
Applicant.
PROPAEDEUTIC STAGE:
Once a seminarian is officially accepted by the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings, the
financial considerations are the same as those listed below for College/NonTheology Seminarians for one academic year. Failure to meet the formation
standards at the end of one year will result in termination as a seminarian.
COLLEGE/NON-THEOLOGY SEMINARIANS
(1ST & 2ND YEAR PHILOSOPHY, FIRST BACHELOR’S DEGREE):
Each college seminarian will receive a stipend of $500.00 a month during the
academic year; however, the college seminarian is responsible for the remaining cost
of his education (tuition, books, fees, personal expenses, transportation, etc.).
College seminarians remain on their parent’s medical plan until the month of his 26 th
birthday, after which time he will be enrolled in the health benefit plan paid by the
diocese.
It is expected that the seminarian would pursue all avenues of academic financial aid
that are available to him. The seminarian is expected to pay for his portion of the
costs by any one of the following forms or by a combination of payment forms:
1. Personal and family resources
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2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Scholarships (at the college attended and other sources)
Federal or State grants
Bank or federal loans (FAFSA awards)
The seminarian’s home parish
Knights of Columbus grants (see Director of Vocations for information)
Diocesan Line of Credit

It is expected that the seminarian obtain gainful employment during the summer
months to assist in covering these costs. The diocese can sometimes offer summer
employment.
REPAYMENT OF LOANS:
Upon ordination to priesthood, the diocese will repay any FAFSA loans at the rate
of 10% per year for ten years. Diocesan Line of Credit: this may be available based
on the approval of the Bishop. The interest would be at the standard diocesan rate
on loans through the finances of “The Roman Catholic Bishop of Great Falls, a
Corporation Sole.” Upon ordination to priesthood, the Diocese will forgive 33.3%
of your line of credit each year for three years. In the event that the ordained man
ceases priestly service to the Diocese, he is responsible for any FAFSA loans. For
the Diocesan Line of Credit, any priest who resigns from ministry will work with
the Diocesan Business office to work out a payment plan for complete
reimbursement to the Diocese.
3RD & 4TH YEAR PHILOSOPHY, FIRST BACHELOR’S DEGREE,
PRE-THEOLOGY AND THEOLOGY SEMINARIANS:
In entering the pre-theology and theology level of seminary studies, the seminarian
is actually preparing to enter or entering graduate school to obtain a Master’s degree
or equivalent. It is assumed that once a seminarian has reached this level, his
intentions for the ordained priesthood are very serious. Knowing the high cost of
graduate level studies, the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings provides all pre-theology
and theology level seminarians with a full scholarship for books, room, board, and
tuition.
Due to the older age of theology students, many times they are no longer covered
under their parents’ health insurance policy. Once a seminarian has reached the
month of their 26th birthday, he will also be enrolled in the diocesan health benefits
plan at no cost to himself.
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All expenses for personal items, personal travel, and entertainment are the
responsibility of the pre-theology and theology seminarians. Reimbursable expenses
are to be turned in to the Director of Seminarians for appropriate reimbursements.
If, for some serious reason, pre-theology and theology seminarians are not able to
afford some necessary items for seminary studies, they are to contact the Director of
Seminarian Formation to apply for grants to help cover these costs. For more
information on these grants, please see below. The seminarian at this stage of
formation receives a monthly stipend of $500 through the time of ordination to the
priesthood.
Pre-Theology and Theology seminarians are typically placed in summer parish
assignments.
COLLEGE, PRE-THEOLOGY, AND THEOLOGY GRANTS
The Diocese of Great Falls-Billings has a grant fund available to needy seminarians.
The grant amount will be determined annually dependent on the availability of
funds. The Director of Seminarian Formation should be contacted regarding the
availability of grants, on a case-by-case basis.
*

*

*

*

*

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS
PRIVACY POLICY:
Any materials that are gathered during the application process or during a
candidate’s seminary career are kept on file in the Vocation Office. These files are
considered the confidential property of the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings. Access
to information in the files is limited to the Bishop, his legal counsel, the Director of
Vocations, the Director of Seminarian Formation, the Chancellor, and, if necessary,
to the Formation Team of the seminary. USCCB PPF: 6th Edition details the recordkeeping process. All of the appropriate privacy waivers must be submitted in the
application process.
If a seminarian disaffiliates himself from the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings and
transfers to another diocese, a copy of the material in his file will be sent to the new
diocese. The original will be retained permanently by the Diocese of Great FallsBillings.
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When a seminarian leaves the seminary of his own accord, is asked to leave by the
seminary officials or disaffiliates himself from the Diocese of Great Falls - Billings,
his file is placed in the archival files of the Vocation Office.
A seminarian of the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings may visit the Vocation Office
to view his personal file. However, the Director of Vocations must be notified
beforehand, and the file may not be removed from the Vocation Office.
When a seminarian has been ordained a deacon, the care and maintenance of his file
is the responsibility of the Chancellor.
SEMINARY ATTENDANCE POLICY:
The Diocese of Great Falls-Billings, through the Director of Vocations, selects
certain seminaries for the education of its candidates. In striving to provide the best
educational opportunities available for its candidates, the Diocese of Great Falls Billings reserves the right to choose each seminarian’s seminary.
After an applicant has been accepted for study in a seminary formation program, the
candidate and the Director of Vocations examine the individual’s academic and
formational needs to determine the place where the candidate will apply for seminary
studies. Each seminary has its own unique application process.
It is the final decision of the Bishop to assign a place of study. Each student is then
obliged to follow the directives of the Director of Vocations when that decision has
been made.
TRANSFERRING INTO THE DIOCESE:
If any applicant or seminarian from another diocese is actively seeking to become a
candidate or seminarian for the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings, the following
procedure is generally used:
1. The inquirer is to be referred back to his home diocese. This initial reference
assures a spirit of concord between bishops or superiors. A document from the
home diocese releasing the inquirer must be filed with the Director of
Vocations.
2. The inquirer is required to live in the Diocese and be an active parishioner for
a period of at least one year or more at the discretion of the Director of
Vocations and/or the Bishop.
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3. If it is determined and documented that the inquirer is permitted, he may submit
the Application.
TRANSFERRING OUT OF THE DIOCESE:
When a seminarian of the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings wishes to transfer to
another diocese, he should first express his desire in writing to the Bishop of the
Diocese of Great Falls-Billings before he makes contact with the proposed new
diocese. His letter should outline his reasons for requesting the transfer and copies
of this letter must be sent to the Director of Vocations and the Director of Seminarian
Formation. All relevant information and assessments on file will be shared with the
new diocese/order. Financial obligations continue to be in place.
DISMISSAL POLICY:
At times, the seminary, the Bishop, or the Director of Seminarian Formation, or the
Director of Vocations may discover a just cause for dismissing a seminarian from
the seminary. Possible grounds for dismissal shall include, but shall not be limited
to:
1. Direct disobedience to authority
2. Failure to comply with authorized policies
3. Refusal to follow the teachings of the Church
4. Discovery of falsified information in the application process to the
diocese and/or seminary
5. Any questionable behavior in human or sexual relationships
6. Any substance abuse issues for which the candidate refuses to get
treatment
7. Discovery of canonical impediments or irregularities
When grounds for dismissal have occurred, the seminarian will be notified in writing
by the Director of Seminarian Formation. Upon receipt of the letter, the student is
no longer considered a seminarian for the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings and loses
all privileges and rights of a seminarian. If there are any, he will be asked to take
care of his financial obligations to the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings.
Should a dismissed student choose to pursue a seminary program for another
diocese, he should be aware that the new diocese will contact his former diocese to
conduct an inquiry into the reasons for his dismissal.
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If a student feels that he has been dismissed for unjust reasons, he may present his
case, in writing, to the Bishop of the diocese.
LEAVE OF ABSENCE POLICY:
When a seminary requests that a seminarian for the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings
take a leave of absence from seminary studies and formation, or the student himself
feels a need to take some time to assess and evaluate his progress in a seminary
program, the following policy of the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings is to be
observed:
1. There must be an open discussion between the seminarian and the Director
of Seminarian Formation about the leave of absence.
2. With the Director of Seminarian Formation, the following topics will be
discussed and the agreement between the Director and the seminarian
which will be placed in writing. The signatures of both the seminarian and
the Director of Seminarian Formation will be included and both will
receive a copy of this written document:
3.
a. Reason for the leave of absence
b. Projected length of the leave
c. Residence during the leave
d. Type of employment during the leave
e. Meeting with Director of Seminarian Formation during leave
f. Spiritual direction/guidance during leave
g. Financial obligation to the Diocese
4. During the leave of absence, the student will be considered a seminarian
for the diocese and will be invited to participate in all events and activities
as a seminarian.
5. The request to be reinstated in a seminary program, or to terminate one’s
seminarian status with the Diocese of Great Falls-Billings is to be made in
writing to the Director of Formation.
6. If it is the seminarian’s decision to terminate seminarian status, the
seminarian is obliged to fulfill the obligations listed in the financial aid
policy.
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PARISH PLACEMENT POLICY:
There may be a time when a seminarian or candidate should be placed in a parish
for a summer or longer. This would provide an opportunity for him to gain
knowledge about parish life and his own personal growth. To this end, the Vocation
Office will work to provide that experience if it is requested. Parish placements must
be arranged through the Vocations Office. The request for parish placement is to be
made in writing either by the candidate or seminarian or seminary to the Director of
Seminarian Formation by mid-April. This is to allow ample time for the Director of
Seminarian Formation to review the request and make preparations.
Near the end of the placement period evaluation forms will be sent to the seminarian
or candidate and the pastor of the parish. Each party will assess the placement
experience as well as point out areas for further growth. The pastor and student are
to share their reflections with each other and copies of the evaluations are to be
shared with the Director of Vocations. The evaluation forms are then placed in the
permanent files of the Vocation Office.
Because college seminarians are responsible for their own school expenses, college
seminarians are encouraged to spend their summers in gainful employment. With
the approval of the Director of Seminarian Formation, a college seminarian may
serve in a parish/institution for a pastoral assignment.
Although parish placements sometimes include a stipend, a parish placement does
not necessarily include financial support from the diocese above the usual
seminarian stipend.
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