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VOWED TO MISSION - A Letter to the Order

Dear Brothers and Sisters,

The young flocked to the Order in Dominic's time because, with his passion
for preaching, he invited them to take part in an adventure. For what are we
passionate and what are the adventures of our time? Who are the Cumans
for us? We face the challenge of establishing the Order in much of Asia,
where half of humanity lives, and preparing to teach in China. Are there
young Dominicans ready to learn Chinese and give themselves, not knowing
what it will cost them? All over the world we face the dialogue with Islam.
Are we ready to give our lives to that?

Like Dominic, we too are faced with preaching the gospel in the new cities,
but for us these are the sprawling mega-towns that are home to an ever
increasing percentage of humanity, the urban jungle of Los Angeles, Sâo
Paolo, Mexico City, Lagos, Tokyo, and London and so on. These are often
urban deserts, marked by the and violence, and the dense solitude of those
who are surrounded by millions of people and yet are alone.

How are we to find our way into the new world of the young, increasingly a
single world culture, with its religious hunger and scepticism, its respect of
individuals and suspicion of institutions, its distrust of words and fascination
with the technology of information, its music and songs? How the we to be
in touch with all that is vital and creative in this new culture, learn from it
and welcome it for the gospel?

Above all, how are we to be preachers of hope in a world which is often
tempted by despair and fatalism, afflicted by an economic system that is
undermining the social and economic- structures of most countries of the
world? What is the gospel that we can preach in Latin America, or as the
Order is established in Asia and reborn in East Europe? And then there is the
endless intellectual adventure of study, of wrestling with the Word of God,
the exigence of truthfulness, of questioning and being questioned, and the
passion to understand. This deserves another letter.

And so, my brothers and sisters, one thing cannot be doubted, that our
vocation as preachers of the gospel is as urgently needed as ever before
(Avila 22). We can respond to these challenges if we are people of courage,
who dare to give up old commitments, so that we can be free to take new
initiatives, who dare to experiment and risk failure. We will never be able to
respond unless we offer each other confidence and courage. A complex
structure, like a religious Order, can either communicate pessimism and a
sense of defeat, or it can be a network of hope, in which we help each other to
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imagine and create the new. If the Order is to be the latter, then we must face
a number of questions.

Do we dare to accept into the Order young people who have the daring to
face these new challenges with courage and initiative, knowing that they
may well put in question much of what we have been and done? Would we
happily accept into our own Province a man like Thomas Aquinas, who
embraced a new and suspect philosophy and posed hard and searching
questions? Would we welcome a brother like Bartolome de Las Casas, with
his passion for social justice? Would we be pleased to have a Fra Angelico
who experimented with new ways of preaching the gospel? Would we give
profession to Catherine of Siena, with all her outspokenness? Would we
welcome Martin de Porres, who might disturb the peace of the community
by inviting in all sorts of poor people? Would we accept Dominic? Or might
we prefer candidates who will leave us in peace? And what is the result of
our initial formation? Is it to produce brothers and sisters who have grown in
faith and courage, who dare to try and risk more than when they came to us
at first? Or do we tame them and make them safe?

If we are to face the immense and exciting challenges of today, and renew
that sense of the adventure of religious life, then we will have to look at
many aspects of our life as an Order in subsequent letters. Today, in this
letter, I would like to explore only one question, which I have found raised in
every part of the Order during my travels. How can the vows that we have
made be a source of life and dynamism, and sustain us in our preaching? The
vows are not the whole of our religious life, but it is often in relation to them
that the brothers and sisters pose searching questions that we must address
together. It is often said that the vows are only a means. And this is true, for
the Order was founded not so that we might live the vows but for the
preaching of the gospel. But the vows are not merely a means in an
utilitarian sense, as a car might be to get from one place to another. The vows
are means towards us becoming people who truly are missionary. St.
Thomas says that all the vows have as their goal caritas, 1 the love that is the
very life of God. They serve their purpose only if they help us to grow in
love, so that we may speak with authority of the God of love.

The vows are in fundamental contradiction with the values of much of
society, particularly of the culture of consumerism which is rapidly
becoming the dominant culture of our planet. The vow of Obedience goes
against an understanding of being human as rooted in radical autonomy and
individualism; to be poor is a sign of failure and worthlessness in our
culture, and chastity seems to be an unimaginable rejection of the universal
human right to sexual fulfilment. If we embrace the vows, then it is likely
that at some stage we will find it hard to endure. They may seem to condemn
us to frustration and sterility. If we accept them merely as a utilitarian means
to an end, a necessary inconvenience of the life of the preacher, then they
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may seem a price that is not worth paying. But if we live them as ordered
towards caritas, one way among others of sharing in the life of the God of
love, then we may believe that the suffering may be fertile, and the dying
that we experience may open up a way to resurrection. Then we may be able
to say, like our brother Reginald of Orleans: "I do not believe that I have
gained any merit in living in this Order, for here I have always found so
much joy." 2

In this letter I wish to offer a few simple observations about the vows. They
will be largely marked by my own limitations, and the culture which has
formed me My hope is that they will contribute to a dialogue through which
we will arrive at some common vision that will enable us to encourage each
other, and give us the strength to be an Order which dares to take up the
challenges of the next century.

Daring to Vow

In many parts of the world, especially those marked by Western culture,
there has been a profound loss of confidence in the making of promises. This
can be seen in the collapse of marriage, the high rate of divorce or, within our
own Order, the regular requests for dispensation from the vows, the slow
steady hemorrhaging of the life blood of the Order. What sense can it make
to give one's word usque ad mortem?

One reason why the giving of one's word may not seem to be a serious
matter may be a weakening of our sense of the importance of our words. Do
words matter that much in our society? Can they make a difference? Can one
offer one's life to another, to God or in marriage, by speaking a few words?
We preachers of the Word of God are witnesses that words matter. We are
made in the image of God who spoke a word and the heavens and the earth
came to be. He spoke a Word that became flesh for our redemption. The
words that human beings speak to each other offer life or death, build
community or destroy it. The terrible solitude of our vast cities is surely a
sign of a culture that has sometimes ceased to believe in the importance of
language, to believe that it can build community through language shared.
When we give our word in the vows we witness to a fundamental human
vocation, to speak words which have weight and authority.

Yet we cannot know what our vows will mean and where they will lead us.
How do we dare to make them? Surely only because our God has done so,
and we are his children. We dare to do as our Father did first. From the
beginning, the history of salvation was of the God who made promises, who
promised to Noah that never again would the earth be overwhelmed by
flood, who promised to Abraham descendants more numerous than the
sand, and who promised to Moses to lead his people out of bondage. The
culmination and astonishing fulfilment of all those promises was Jesus
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Christ, God's eternal 'Yes'. As God's children we dare to give our word, not
knowing what it will mean. And this act is a sign of hope since for many
people there is only the promise. If one is locked in despair, destroyed by
poverty or unemployment or imprisoned by one's own personal failure, then
maybe there is nothing in which one can put one's hope and trust other than
in the God who has made vows to us, who again and again has offered a
covenant to humanity and through the prophets taught us to hope for
salvation (Fourth Eucharist prayer).

In this world so tempted by despair there may be no other source of hope
than trust in the God who has given us his Word. And what sign is there of
that vow given, other than men and women who dare to take vows, whether
of marriage or in religious life. I have never understood so clearly the
meaning of our vows as when I went to visit a barrio on the edges of Lisbon,
inhabited by the very poorest of people, the forgotten and invisible of the
city, and found the quarter alive with rejoicing, because a sister who shared
their lives was to make her solemn profession. It was their feast.

Ours has been called "The Now Generation", the culture in which there is
only the present moment. This can be the source of a wonderful spontaneity,
a freshness and immediacy in which we should rejoice. But if the present
moment is one of poverty or failure, of defeat or depression, then what hope
can there be? The vows of their nature reach out to an unknown future. For
St. Thomas, to make a vow was an act of radical generosity, because one gave
in a single moment a life which was to be lived successively through time. 3
For many people in our culture this offer of a future which cannot be
predicted may make no sense. How can I bind myself until death when I do
not know who or what I shall become? Who will I be in ten or twenty years
time? Whom will I have met and what will draw my heart? For us it is a sign
of our dignity as the children of God and of trust in the God of providence,
who offers unexpectedly the ram caught in the bushes. The taking of vows
remains an act of the deepest significance, a sign of hope in the God who
promises us a future, even when it is beyond our imagining, and who will
keep his word.

It is true that sometimes a brother or sister may find themselves incapable of
continuing in the vows they have taken. This may be because of a lack of
discernment in the time of initial formation, or simply because this is a life
that, in all honesty, they can no longer bear. Then there exists the wise
provision of the possibility of dispensation from the vows. Let us at least give
thanks for what they have given, and rejoice in what we have shared! Let us
also ask whether, in our communities, we did all that we could to sustain
them in their vows.
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OBEDIENCE:  THE FREEDOM OF THE CHILDREN OF GOD

The beginning of Jesus' preaching was his proclamation of the fulfilment of
Isaiah's promise, freedom for prisoners and liberty for those who are
oppressed (Luke 4). The gospel which we are called to preach is of the
irrepressible freedom of the children of God. "For Freedom Christ has set us
free". (Gal 5:1) It is therefore paradoxical that we give our lives to the Order,
to preach this gospel, by a vow of obedience, the only vow we pronounce.
How can we speak of freedom who have given away our lives?

The vow of obedience is a scandal in a world which aspires to freedom as its
highest value. But what is the freedom for which we hunger? This is a
question that is being posed with particular intensity in the countries which
have been liberated from Communism. They have entered the "free world",
but is this the freedom for which they have fought? There is certainly a
certain important freedom gained, in the political process, but the freedom of
the market place is often a disappointment. It does not bring the liberation
that it promised, and tears apart the fabric of human society even more
deeply. Above all, our supposedly free world is often characterised by a deep
sense of fatalism, an impotence to take our destinies into our hands, to really
shape our lives, that must make us question the freedom of the consumerist
culture. The vow of obedience, then, is not for us merely an administrative
convenience, a utilitarian means. It must confront us with a question: What is
the freedom for which we long in Christ? How might this vow express that,
and help us preachers of the Kingdom to live the exultant liberty of the
children of God?

When the disciples find Jesus talking to the Samaritan woman by the well, he
says to them: "My food is to do the will of Him who sent me" (Jn 4.34). The
obedience of Jesus to the Father is not a limitation of his freedom, a
restriction of his autonomy. It is the food that gives him strength and makes
him robust. It is his relationship to the Father, the gift of all that he is, his
very being.

This deep freedom of Jesus, to belong to the Father, is surely the context in
which we reflect upon what it means for us to be free, and to give our lives to
the Order. It is not the freedom of the consumer, with unrestricted choice
between alternative purchases or courses of action; it is the freedom to be, the
freedom of the one who loves. Within our own Dominican tradition this
belonging together in mutual obedience is marked by a tension between two
characteristics: an unqualified gift of our lives to the Order, and a search for
consensus based on debate and mutual attentiveness and respect. Both are
necessary if we are to be preachers of the freedom of Christ, the freedom for
which the world thirsts. If we fail to really give ourselves to the Order,
without condition, then we become merely a group of independent
individuals who occasionally co-operate; if obedience is experienced as the
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imposition of the will of the superior, without the search for a common mind,
then our vow becomes alienating and inhuman.

1) Obedience and listening

Obedience is not, in our tradition, fundamentally the submission of the will
of a brother or sister to a superior. Because it is an expression of our
fraternity with each other, the shared life within the Order, it is based on
dialogue and discussion. As is so often remarked, the word obedire comes
from ob-audire, to listen. The beginning of true obedience is when we dare to
let our brother or sister speak and we listen to them. It is the "principle of
unity"(LCO.17.1) It is also when we are summoned to grow as human beings
by being attentive to others. Married people have no option but to be drawn
beyond themselves by the demands of the children and spouses. Our way of
life, with its silence and solitude can help us to grow in attentiveness and
generosity, but we also run the risk of being locked within ourselves and our
own concerns. Religious life can produce people who are deeply selfless or
profoundly egoistic, depending upon whether we have listened. It requires
all of our attention, complete receptivity. The fertile moment of our
redemption was the obedience of Mary who dared to listen to an angel.

This is a listening that demands using our intelligence. In our tradition, we
use our reason not so as to dominate the other, but so as to draw near to
them. As P. Rousselot said, intelligence is "the faculty of the other". It opens
our ears to hear. As Herbert McCabe wrote:
"it is first an openness of the mind such as is involved in all learning.
Obedience only becomes perfect when the one who commands and the one
who obeys come to share one mind. The notion of blind obedience makes no
more sense in our tradition than would blind learning. A totally obedient
community would be one in which no one was ever compelled to do
anything" 4.
It follows that the primary place in which we practice obedience, in the
Dominican tradition, is the community chapter, in which we argue with each
other. The function of discussion within the Chapter is to seek unity of heart
and mind as we seek the common good. We argue together, as good
Dominicans, not so as to win but in the hope of learning from each other.
What we seek is not the victory of the majority but, if at all possible,
unanimity. This search for unanimity, even if it is sometimes unattainable,
does not express just a desire to live in peace with each other. More radically
it is a form of government born of a belief that those with whom we disagree
have something to say, and we therefore cannot attain the truth alone. Truth
and community are inseparable As Malachy O'Dwyer wrote:
"Why did Dominic place so much trust and confidence in his companions?
The answer is a simple one. He was profoundly a man of God, convinced
that the hand of God lay upon everything and everyone ... If he was
convinced that God was indeed speaking to him through voices other than
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his own then he had to organise his family in such a way that all within the
family could be heard." 5

It follows that government within our tradition takes time. Most of us are
busy and this time may seem wasted. Why should we spend time debating
with each other when we could be out preaching and teaching? We do so
because it is this shared life, this lived solidarity, that makes us to be
preachers. We can speak of Christ only out of what we live, and the labour of
seeking to be of one heart and mind trains us to speak with authority of the
Christ in whom is all reconciliation.

Obedience for us is not the flight from responsibility. It structures the
different ways in which we share it. Often the role of a prior is difficult
because some brethren believe that having elected him to office, he alone
must bear the burden. This inculcates a puerile attitude to authority.
Obedience demands that we grasp the responsibility that is ours, otherwise
we shall never respond to the challenges that face the Order. As I said at the
meeting of European Provincials at Prague in 1993:

"Responsibility is the ability to respond. Will we? In my own experience as a
Provincial I have seen 'the mystery of the disappearing responsibility.' It is as
mysterious as a novel of Sherlock Holmes! A Provincial Chapter sees there is
a problem and commissions the Provincial to face it and resolve it. A bold
decision must be taken. He tells the Provincial Council to consider. The
Council appoints a Commission to consider what is to be done. They take
two or three years clarifying exactly what is the problem. And they then
commit it to the next Provincial Chapter, and so the cycle of irresponsibility
continues."

Sometimes what paralyses the Order and prevents us from daring to do new
things is the fear of accepting responsibility, of risking failure. We must each
grasp the responsibility that is ours, even if it is painful to do so and we risk
making the wrong decision, otherwise we shall die of irrelevancy.

It may be argued that our system of government is not the most efficient A
more centralised and authoritarian government would enable us to respond
more rapidly to crises, to take wise decisions based on wide knowledge of
the Order. There is often an impulse towards the centralisation of authority.
But, as Bede Jarrett OP wrote seventy years ago,

"to those who live under its shadow, liberty in electing government is too
blessed a thing to be put aside even at the risk of inefficiency. With all its
inherent weakness, for them it mates better than autocracy, however
beneficent, with the independence of human reason and the strengthening of
human will. Democracy may mar results, but it makes men." 6
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It may sometimes lead to inefficiency but it makes preachers. Our form of
government is profoundly linked to our vocation as preachers, for we can
only speak with authority of our freedom in Christ if we live it with each
other. But our tradition of democracy and of decentralisation can never be an
acceptable excuse for immobility and irresponsibility. It should not be a way
of hiding from the challenges of our mission.

2) Obedience and self-gift

The democratic tradition of the Order, our stress on shared responsibility,
and on debate and dialogue, might suggest that the demands upon us of
obedience are less total than in a more autocratic and centralised system. Is
not obedience, then, always a compromise between what I wish and what the
Order asks? Might one not bargain for a certain limited autonomy? I do not
believe this to be so. Fraternity asks of us all that we are. Because, like all the
vows, it is ordered towards caritas, an expression of love, then it must be
whole-hearted. There will inevitably be a tension between the process of
dialogue, the search for consensus, And the moment of handing oneself into
the hands of the brethren, but it is a fruitful tension rather than a negotiated
compromise. Although I speak most especially out of my experience of
government by the brethren, I hope that much of what follows might be
helpful to our sisters.

I started by pointing out the immensity of the challenges that we face as an
Order. We can face these challenges only if we are able to form new common
projects, and give up apostolates that may be dear to us as individuals or
Provinces. We must dare to try new experiments, risking failure. We must
have the courage sometimes to give up institutions that have been important
in the past and may still be significant. If we do not, we shall be prisoners of
our past. We must have the courage to die if we are to live. This will demand
mobility of mind and heart and body, as Provinces and as individuals. If we
are to build up proper centres of formation and study in Africa and Latin
America, rebuild the Order in Eastern Europe, face the challenges of China,
of preaching in the world of the young, dialogue with Islam and other
religions, then inevitably there are apostolates that we will have to give up.
Otherwise we shall never do anything new.

For me this wholehearted gift of one's life to the brethren is more than just
the necessary flexibility which a complex organisation needs to respond to
new challenges. It belongs to the freedom in Christ that we preach. It belongs
to the lex libertatis 7, the law of freedom of the New Covenant. On the night
he was betrayed, when his life was doomed to failure, Jesus took bread,
broke it, gave it to his disciples and said: "This is my body, and I give it to
you". Faced with his fate, for "it was necessary that the Son of man be handed
over", he made this supreme gesture of liberty, giving his life away. Our
profession, when we place our lives in the hands of the provincial, is a
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eucharistic gesture of mad liberty. 'This is my life and I give it to you. It is
thus that we give ourselves to the mission of the Order, "appointed entirely
for the complete evange!isation of the Word of God". (LCO III)

When a brother gives his life into our hands this implies that we are under a
corresponding obligation. We must dare to ask much of him. A Provincial
must have the courage to believe that the brethren of his Province are
capable of doing wonderful things, more than they may ever imagine. Our
system of government must express an astonishing confidence in each other,
as when Dominic scandalized his contemporaries in sending out the novices
to preach, saying "Go confidently, because the Lord will be with you, and he
will put into your mouth the word of preaching". 8 If a member of the Order
has freely given his life then we honour that gift in freely asking of each
other, even if it means leaving behind a project that he dearly loves and has
flourished in. Otherwise the Order will be paralysed. We should invite each
other to give our lives to new projects, to dare to grasp the challenges of the
moment, rather than just to use them to keep alive institutions or
communities that are no longer vital to our preaching.

There are challenges before us today where a response of the whole Order is
necessary. The evangelisation of China may be one such. In such cases the
Master will have to call upon the Provinces to be generous and give brothers
to new areas of mission, even if this has consequences that are hard to bear. I
approached one Provincial to discuss the gift of a brother for our new
General Vicariate in Russia and the Ukraine. It was with great hesitation
since I knew that he was a brother whom this Province could ill afford to
lose. The Provincial said to me, "If God's providence has prepared this
brother for this work, then we too must trust in God's providence for our
needs."

Nothing new can ever be born unless we dare to give up what has been
proved to have value in favour of that which may turn out to be a failure.
One cannot know in advance. The pressure of our society is that one should
have a career, a life that goes somewhere. To give one's life to the preaching
of the gospel is to renounce that reassurance. We are people who have no
career, no prospects. That is our freedom. I think of the courage of our
brethren who are establishing the Order in Korea, struggling with a new
language and an unknown culture, with no guarantee in advance that this
gift of their lives will bear fruit. That is only a gift of the Lord, as was the
resurrection after the failure of the cross. A true gift is, of its nature, a
surprise.

One of the ways in which we may have to live out this generosity is in
accepting election as a prior, provincial or as a member of a Conventual or
Provincial Council. In many provinces it has become hard to find capable
brethren who are prepared to accept office. The search for a superior
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becomes a matter of finding someone who is willing to let his name be
proposed to chapter. We look for 'candidates'. Yet it seems to me that the
only reason for accepting such a position is because one is obedient to the
desires of one's brethren and not because one wishes to be a "candidate".
There may be good objective reasons for refusing office, which must be taken
seriously and possibly accepted, after confirmation by the higher authority.
These should be grave reasons, rather than just the fact that one is not
attracted by the idea of holding office.

On the Mountain of the Transfiguration, Peter is fascinated by the vision of
glory that he has seen. He wishes to build tents and stay there. He resists the
call of Jesus to walk on the way to Jerusalem, where he must suffer and die.
He fails to see that it is in that death on the cross that the glory will be
revealed. Sometimes we remain fascinated by the glory of our past, the glory
of the institutions which our brethren before us built. Our gratitude to them
should be expressed in searching for ways to meet today's challenges. Like
Peter we may be hypnotised and paralysed, and resist the invitation to get
up and walk, to share in death and resurrection. Every Province must face
death in every generation, but there is the sterile death of those who remain
stuck on the mountain of Transfiguration when the Lord has left, and there is
the fertile death of those who have dared to take the road and travel with
him to the mountain of Calvary, and which leads to resurrection.

POVERTY: THE GENEROSITY OF THE GRACIOUS GOD

Poverty is the vow for which it is hardest to find words that ring true, and
this is for two reasons. Those brothers and sisters who have come closest to
being really poor are often the most reticent to talk about it. They know how
much of what we say about poverty and about the "option for the poor" is
empty rhetoric. they know just how terrible are the lives of the poor, often
without hope, with the daily, grinding violence, the boredom, the insecurity
and the dependence. Those of us who have seen, even from afar, what
poverty is like are usually suspicious of easy words. Can we ever really
know ourselves what it means to live that degradation, insecurity and
hopelessness?

A second reason that it is so hard to write about poverty is that what it
means to be poor is so different from one society to another, depending upon
the nature of family ties, the type of economy, the social provisions made by
the State and so on. Poverty means one thing in India, where there is a long
tradition of the holy beggar, another in Africa where in most cultures riches
are seen as God's blessing, and yet another in the consumerist culture of the
West. What it means for us to take a vow of poverty is more culturally
determined than for obedience or chastity. The size and location of the
community, the apostolates of the brethren, impose different constraints that
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should make us wary of too easy judgments upon how well others are living
this vow.

It is, like all the vows, in the first place, a means. It offers us the freedom to
go anywhere and preach. You cannot be a wandering preacher if you must
transport all your furniture every time you move. In the Bull Cum Spiritus
Fervore of 1217 Honorius III wrote that Dominic and his brethren:

"in the fervour of the spirit that animated them, cast off the burden of the
riches of this world and being shod with zeal to propagate the gospel had
resolved to exercise the office of preaching in the humble state of voluntary
poverty, exposing themselves to numberless sufferings and dangers for the
salvation of others" 9

We are invited to give up not merely wealth to follow Christ, but "brothers
and sisters and mothers and fathers for my sake". The renunciation that gives
us freedom implies a radical break with our family ties as well, a
disinheritance. The consequences of this need to be thought out with great
delicacy since the nature of the family has changed in many societies. Our
families today are often marked by divorce and remarriage, and in some
societies our brothers and sisters are increasingly likely to be only children.
We do have real obligations to our parents but how are these to be reconciled
with the radical self-gift that we have made of our lives to the preaching of
the gospel through our vows in the Order? It is paradoxical that it is often the
members of the family who are in religious vows who are considered to be
"free" to help look after aged or ill parents. We will need to reflect on this
with great sensitivity.

The vow of poverty offers us freedom to give ourselves without reservation
to the preaching of the gospel but it is not just a means in a narrow and
utilitarian sense. Like the other vows it is, as Thomas wrote, ordered towards
caritas, the love that is the very life of God. How can we live it so that we can
talk about God with authority?

One way to answer this would be to explore how poverty touches
fundamental aspects of that sacrament of love which is the Eucharist. For the
Eucharist is the sacrament of unity which poverty destroys; it is the
sacrament of vulnerability, which the poor endure; it is the moment of gift,
which our culture of consumption resists. To ask how we may and should be
poor, is to ask how we should live eucharistically.

1) Invisibility

On the night before he died Jesus gathered the disciples around the table to
celebrate the new covenant. It was the birth of a home in which all might
belong, since he embraced all that might destroy human community:
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betrayal, denial, even death. The scandal of poverty is that it rips apart what
Christ has made one. Poverty is not just an economic condition, the lack of
food and clothing or employment. It tears apart the human family. It
alienates us from our sisters and brothers. Lazarus at the door of the rich
man's house is not merely excluded from sharing his food but from sitting at
his table. The unbridgeable abyss that separates them after death merely
reveals what had been the case during their lifetimes. In our world today the
rift between rich and poor countries, and within these countries themselves,
is becoming ever more acute. Even within the rich countries of the European
Community there are almost twenty million unemployed. The body of Christ
is dismembered.

The voluntary poverty that we vow has value not because it is in any sense
good to be poor. Poverty is terrible. It matters only if it is a reaching out
across the boundaries that separate human beings from each other, a
presence with our separated brothers and sisters. What possible authority
could our words about our unity in Christ have if we do not dare to make
this journey? During the last year I have seen how much our sisters have to
teach the brethren, by their quiet presence among the poor in so many parts
of the world. They know the importance of just being there as a sign of the
Kingdom.

The Eucharist is the foundation of the universal human home. Would a poor
person feel at home and welcomed in our communities? Would they feel that
their dignity was respected? Or might they feel intimidated and small? Do
our buildings attract or repel? One of the ways that the poor are removed
from the human community is by becoming invisible and inaudible. They
disappear, the desaparecidos, like Lazarus at the door of the rich man. When
one arrives at Calcutta Railway Station, the beggars rush up and thrust their
deformities at one. They demand to be seen, to be visible. Do we dare to look
for fear of what we might see, a brother or a sister?

2) Vulnerability

In the Last Supper Christ embraced his suffering and his death. He accepted
the ultimate vulnerability of being human, liability to be wounded and
killed. Our vow of poverty surely invites us to embrace our human
vulnerability. In the Bull of Honorius III that I quoted above, Dominic and
the brethren are praised not merely for being poor but for "exposing
themselves to numberless sufferings and dangers for the salvation of others".
In what sense do we ever share even a glimpse of the vulnerability of the
poor?

How ever little we eat, for us there is always an escape route if we can
endure it no more. The Order will not let us die of hunger. Yet I have met
brothers and sisters who have dared to go as far as they can, for example in
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one of the most violent barrios of Caracas. They endure the danger and
exhaustion of living every day in a world where violence is all pervasive.
That is a real vulnerability which could cost them their lives. I think of our
brothers and sisters in Haiti, whose brave stand for justice puts their life at
risk. In Algeria and Cairo our brothers choose to remain, despite all the
dangers, as a sign of their hope for reconciliation between Christians and
Muslims. In Guatemala our indigenous sisters wear clothes of their own
people, so that they may share their daily humiliation. If they wore a
traditional habit they would be insulated from that. Not all of us are called to
this degree of exposure. There are different tasks within the Order. But we
can support them, listen to them and learn from them. The seedbed of our
theology is their experience.

This call of Christ to vulnerability must put questions as to how we live the
vow of poverty together. Do we dare even live the vulnerability which is
presupposed by the common life? Do we really live out of the common
purse? Do we live the insecurity of giving to the community all that we
receive, exposed to the risk that they might not give us all that we think we
need? How can we speak of the Christ who put himself into our hands, if we
do not? Are our communities divided into financial classes? Are there some
who have access to more money than others? Is there a real sharing of wealth
between the communities of a Provinces, or between Provinces?

3) Gift

At the heart of our lives is the celebration of that moment of utter
vulnerability and generosity, when Jesus took bread and broke it and gave it
to his disciples saying "Take and eat, this is my body, given to you." At the
centre of the gospel is a moment of pure gift. This is where the caritas which
is the life of God becomes most tangible. It is a generosity that our society
finds hard to grasp, for it is a market in which everything is to bought and
sold. What sense can it make of the God who shouts out "Come to me all you
who are thirsty and I will give you food without price." All human societies
have markets, the buying and selling and exchange of goods. Western society
differs in being a market. It is the fundamental model that dominates and
forms our conception of society, of politics and even of each other.
Everything is for sale. The infinite fertility of nature, the land, water have
become commodities. Even we human beings are on the "labour market".
This culture of consumerism threatens to engulf the whole world, and it
claims to do so in the name of freedom, but it locks us in a world where
nothing is free. Even when we become aware of the distress of the poor and
seek to respond, so often caritas has been monetarised into "charity", in
which the gift of money is substituted for the sharing of life.

How can we be preachers of the gracious and generous God, who gives us
his life, if we are caught up in this all-pervasive culture? One of the most
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radical demands of the vow of poverty is surely that we so live in simplicity
to see the world differently and gain some glimpse of the utterly gracious
God. The lives of our communities should be marked by a simplicity which
helps liberate us from the illusory promises of our culture of consummation,
and from "the domination of wealth" (LCO 31.I). The world looks different
from the back of a Mercedes than it does from the seat of a bicycle. Jordan of
Saxony said that Dominic was "a true lover of poverty", perhaps not because
poverty is in itself lovable but because it can disclose to us our deepest
desires. I have often been struck by the joyfulness and spontaneity of our
brothers and sisters who live in simplicity and poverty.

In some parts of the Order the very language that we use when describing
our common life suggests that we should be attentive to the dangers of
absorbing the values of the world of business. The brethren or sisters become
"personnel"; we have "personnel boards"; the role of a superior becomes that
of "management" or "administration", and we study "management
techniques". Can one imagine Dominic as the first President of the Order of
Preachers Incorporated? How often does a Provincial prevent a brother from
seeking new and creative ways of preaching and teaching because the
Province would suffer financially?

The buildings in which we live are gifts. Do we live in them and treat them
with gratitude? Do we have a responsible attitude to what we are given, for
the fabric of our buildings, for what we receive? Do we need the buildings
that we have? Could our buildings be better used? Bursars often have a
thankless task, even though they have a vital role in helping us to live with
the responsibility that we owe to those who are generous to us.

CHASTITY: THE FRIENDSHIP OF GOD

We have an urgent need in the Order to think together about the meaning of
the vow of Chastity. It touches issues central to our humanity: our sexuality,
our bodiliness, our need to express and receive affection, and yet frequently
we fear to talk. So often it is an area in which we struggle alone, afraid of
judgement or incomprehension. It may be useful to prepare a further letter
on this subject in the future.

It is of course true that this vow is, like the others, a means. It gives us the
freedom to preach, the mobility to respond to the needs of the Order. But
with this vow it is perhaps especially important that it is not merely endured
as a grim necessity. Unless we can learn, perhaps through much time and
suffering, to embrace it positively, then it can poison our lives. And we can
do so because it is, like all the vows, ordered towards caritas, towards that
love which is the very life of God. It is a particular way of loving. If it is not
that, then it will lead us to frustration and sterility.
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The first sin against chastity is a failure to love. It was said of Dominic that
"since he loved all, he was loved by all."10 What is at issue, yet again, is the
authority of our preaching. How can we speak of the God of love if that is
not a mystery that we live? If we do so, then it will ask of us death and
resurrection The temptation is to take flight. One common escape route is
activism, to lose ourselves in hectic work, even good and important work, so
as to flee the solitude. We may even tempted to flee from the fact of our
sexuality, our bodiliness. Yet the Order was born precisely in the struggle
against such dualism. Dominic was the one who preached against the
division of body and soul, spirit and matter. It remains a modern temptation.
Much of modern culture is deeply dualistic. Pornography, which appears to
delight in sexuality, is in reality a flight from it, a refusal of that vulnerability
that human relationship demands. The voyeur keeps his distance,
invulnerable and in control, afraid.

It is our corporeality that is blessed and made holy in the Incarnation. If we
are to be preachers of the Word become flesh, then we cannot deny or forget
what we are. Do we care for the bodies of our brethren, making sure that
they have enough food, tend them when they are sick, be tender to them
when they are old? When Bede Jarrett wrote to encourage a young
Benedictine who was enduring the first sufferings of friendship, he wrote:
"I am glad because I think your temptation has been towards Puritanism, a
narrowness, a certain inhumanity. Your tendency was almost towards the
denial of the hallowing of matter. You were in love with the Lord, but not
properly with the Incarnation. You were really afraid." 11

The basis of our chastity can never be fear, fear of our sexuality, fear of our
bodiliness, fear of people of the other sex. Fear is never a good foundation for
religious life. For the God who drew near to us dared to become flesh and
blood, even though it led to crucifixion. Ultimately this vow demands of us
that we follow where God has gone before. Our God has become human, and
invites us to do so as well.

St. Thomas Aquinas makes the startling claim that our relationship with God
is one of friendship, amicitia. The good news that we preach is that we share
in the infinite mystery of the friendship of Father and Son which is the Spirit.
And indeed Thomas argues that the ''evangelical counsels" are the counsels
offered by Christ in friendship.12 One way that we live that friendship is the
vow of chastity. To help us reflect upon what it demands of us, let us briefly
reflect upon two aspect of that Trinitarian love. It is utterly generous and
unpossessive, and it is the love between equals.

1) An unpossessive love

It is that utterly generous and unpossessive love by which the Father gives
all that He is to the Son, including his divinity. It is not a sentiment or a
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feeling, but the love that grants the Son being. All human love, of married
people or religious, should seek to live and share in this mystery, in its
unpossessive generosity.

We must be completely unambiguous as to what this loving demands of us
who are vowed to chastity. It means not just that we do not marry but that
we abstain from sexual activity. It asks of us a real and clear renunciation, an
asceticism. If we pretend otherwise and willingly accept compromises, then
we enter upon a path that may be ultimately impossible to sustain and cause
us and others terrible unhappiness.

The first thing that we are asked to do is to believe that the vow of chastity
really can be a way of loving, that though we may pass through moments of
frustration and desolation, it is a path that can lead to our flourishing as
affectionate, whole human beings. The older members of our community are
often signs of hope for us. We meet men and women who have passed
through the trials of chastity, and emerged into the liberty of those who can
love freely. They can be for us signs that with God nothing is impossible.

The entry to this free and unpossessive love will take time. We may endure
failures and discouragement on the way. Now that many people enter the
Order when they are older, having had sexual experience, then we must not
think of it so much as an innocence that we may lose but an integrity of heart
into which we may grow. Even moments of failure may, in the grace of God,
belong to the path by which we mature, for "we know that in everything God
works for good with those who love him". (Romans 8:28)

Our communities should be places in which we must give each other
courage when one's heart hesitates, forgiveness when one fails and
truthfulness when one is tempted by self-deceit. We must believe in the
goodness of our brothers or sisters when they ceased to believe it of
themselves. Nothing is more poisonous than self-despising As Damian Byrne
wrote in his letter on 'The Common Life":

"While the deepest sanctuary of our hearts is given to God - we have other
needs. He has made us so that a large area of our life is accessible to others
and is needed by others. Each one of us needs to experience the genuine
interest of the other members of the community, their affection, esteem and
fellowship ... Life together means breaking the bread of our minds and hearts
with each other. If religious do not find this in their communities - then they
will seek it elsewhere."

Sometimes the passage to real freedom and integrity of heart will demand
that we pass through the valley of death, that we find ourselves faced only, it
may seem, with sterility and frustration. Is it really possible to make this
journey without prayer? There is first of all the prayer that we share with the
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community, the daily prayer that is fundamental to our lives. But there is
also the silent and private prayer, that brings us face to face with God, in
moments of unavoidable truth and astonishing mercy. Here one can learn to
hope. Dominic himself would sometimes, when he walked, invite the
brethren to go ahead so that he could be alone to pray and in an early version
of the Constitutions Dominic said that the novice master should teach his
novices to pray in silence.13 Our nuns have much to teach the brethren about
the value of prayer in silence.

2) The love that gives equality

Finally, the love that is at the heart of God is utterly fertile. It is generative,
creative of all that is. What we struggle with in chastity is not just the need
for affection but the desire to beget, to bring to birth. Our care for each other
must surely include an attentiveness to the creativity that each one of us has,
and which our lives as Dominicans should liberate for the gospel. This may
be the creativity of a brother or sister bringing a community into being in a
parish, or the intellectual labour of a theologian, or the prenovices in El
Salvador performing spontaneous theatre. Our chastity must never be sterile.

The love that is God is so fertile as to create equality. The Trinity is without
domination or manipulation. It is not patronising or condescending. This is
the love that our vow of chastity invites us to live and preach. As Thomas
wrote, friendship finds or creates equality.14 The fraternity of our Dominican
tradition, the democratic form of government in which we delight, expresses
not just a way of organising our lives and taking decisions, but expresses
something of the mystery of the life of God. That the brethren are known as
the Ordo fratrum praedicatorum embodies what it is that we preach, the
mystery of that love of perfect equality that is the Trinity.

This should characterize all our relationships. The Dominican Family, with
its recognition of each other's dignity, and the equality of all members of the
family belongs to our living this vow well. The relationship between sisters
and brothers, religious and laity, should also be a 'holy preaching'. Even our
search for a more just world, in which the dignity of every human being will
be respected, is not merely a moral imperative, but an expression of the
mystery of the love that is the life of the Trinity which we are called to
embody.

Conclusion

When Dominic used to walk through villages where his life was threatened
by the Albigensians, he used to sing loudly so that everyone knew that he
was there. The vows only have any value if they liberate us for the mission of
the Order with some of Dominic's courage and joy. They should not be a
heavy burden to weight us down, but grant us a freedom to walk lightly as
we go to new places to do new things. What I have written in this letter gives
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only a very inadequate expression of how this may be so. I hope that
together we may build a shared vision of our life as Dominicans, vowed to
mission, that may strengthen us on the journey and free us to sing.

Your brother in St. Dominic,

fr Timothy Radcliffe, O.P.
Master of the Order
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The Wellspring of Hope

Letter of the Master of the Order, fr Timothy Radcliffe OP

The Annunciation.
Learning to Listen.

a) The confidence to study.
b) The breaking of idols.

The Birth of Community.

a) The transformation of mind and heart.
b) Study and the building of community in the Order.
c) Study and the building of a Just World.

The Gift of a Future.
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STUDY AND THE ANNUNCIATION OF THE GOOD NEWS

(96/1) When St Dominic wandered through the south of France, his life in
danger, he used to sing cheerfully. "He always appeared cheerful and happy,
except when he was moved by compassion for any trouble which afflicted
his neighbour''(1) And his joy of Dominic is inseparable from our vocation to
be preachers of the good news. We are called to "give an account of the hope
that is within us" [I Peter 3:15]. Today, in a world crucified by suffering,
violence and poverty, our vocation is both harder and more necessary than
ever. There is a crisis of hope in every part of the world. How are we to live
Dominic's joy when we are people of our time, and we share the crises of our
peoples and the strengths and weaknesses of our culture? How can we
nurture a deep hope, grounded in God's unshakeable promise of life and
happiness for his children? The conviction which I explore in this letter to the
Order is that a life of study is one of the ways in which we may grow in that
love which "bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all
things".[1 Cor 13:7]

The time has come to renew the love affair between the Order and study.
This is beginning to happen. All over the world I see new centres of study
and theological reflection opening, in Kiev, Ibadan, Sao Paolo, Santo
Domingo, Warsaw, to name a few. These should offer not just an intellectual
formation. Study is a way to holiness, which opens our hearts and minds to
each other, builds community and forms us as those who confidently
proclaim the coming of the Kingdom.

The Annunciation

To study is itself an act of hope, since it expresses our confidence that there is
a meaning to our lives and the sufferings of our people. And this meaning
comes to us as a gift, a Word of Hope promising life. There is one moment in
the story of our redemption which sums up powerfully what it means to
receive that gift of the good news, the Annunciation to Mary. That meeting,
that conversation, is a powerful symbol of what is meant by being a student.
I will use this to guide our reflection upon how study grounds our hope.

First of all it is a moment of attentiveness. Mary listens to the good news that
is announced to her. This is the beginning of all our study, attentiveness to
the Word of Hope proclaimed in the Scriptures. "Orally and by letter brother
Dominic exhorted the brothers to study incessantly the New and the Old
Testament".(2) We learn to listen to the One who says "Sing, O barren one,
who did not bear; break forth into singing and cry aloud, you who have not
been in travail." [Is 54:1] Do our studies offer us the hard discipline of
learning to hear the good news?

Secondly it is a moment of fertility. There she is, as Fra Angelico portrays
her, with the book on her knees, attentive, waiting, listening. And the fruit of
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her attentiveness is that she bears a child the Word made flesh. Her listening
releases all her creativity, her female fertility. And our study, the
attentiveness to the Word of God, should release the springs of our fertility,
make us bear Christ in our world. In the midst of a world which often seems
doomed and sterile, we bring Christ to birth in a miracle of creativity.
Whenever the Word of God is heard, it does not just tell of hope, but of a
hope that takes flesh and blood in our lives and words. Congar loved to
quote the famous words of Péguy "Not the Truth, but the Real ...That is to
say, the Truth historically, with its concrete state in the future, in time." This
is the test of our studies: Does it bring Christ to birth again? Are our studies
moments of real creativity, of Incarnation? Houses of study should be like
maternity wards!

Thirdly, in a moment when God's people seem deserted and without hope,
God gives his people a future, a way to the Kingdom. The Annunciation
transforms the way in which God's people could understand its history.
Instead of leading to servitude and despair, it opens a way to the Kingdom.
Do our studies prepare the way for the coming of Christ? Do they transform
our perception of human history so that we may come to understand it, not
from the point of view of the victor but of the small and crushed whom God
has not forgotten and whom He will vindicate?

Learning to Listen

And he came to her and said "Hail, O favoured one, the Lord is with you."
But she was greatly troubled at the saying and considered in her mind what
sort of greeting this might be. [Luke1:29-30]

Mary listens to the words of the angel, the good news of our salvation. That
is the beginning of all study. Study is not learning how to be clever but how
to listen. Weil wrote to fr Perrin that "the development of the faculty of
attentiveness forms the real object and almost the sole interest of studies."(3)
This receptivity, this opening of the ear which marks all study, ultimately is
deeply linked to prayer. They both require of us that we be silent and wait
for God's Word to come to us. They both demand of us an emptiness, so that
we wait upon the Lord for what He may give us. Think of Fra Angelico's
picture of Dominic, sitting at the foot of the cross and reading. Is he studying
or praying? Is this even a relevant question? True study makes mendicants of
us. We are led to the thrilling discovery that we do not know what this text
means, that we have become ignorant and needy, and so we wait, in
intelligent receptivity for what will be given.

For Lagrange, the Ecole Biblique was a centre of scriptural studies precisely
because it was a house of prayer. The rhythm of the life of the community
was a movement between the cell and the choir. He wrote "I love to hear the
gospel sung by the deacon at the ambo, in the middle of the clouds of
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incense: the words penetrate my soul more deeply when I meet them again
in an article."(4) Our monasteries should play an important role in the life of
study of the Order, as oases of peace and places of attentive reflection. Study
in our monasteries belongs to the asceticism of Dominican monastic life. It
cannot just be left to the brethren. Every nun deserves a good intellectual
formation as part of her religious life. As the Constitutions of the Nuns say,
"The blessed Dominic recommended some form of study to the first Nuns as
an authentic observance of the Order. It not only nourishes contemplation
but also removes the impediments which arise through ignorance and forms
a practical judgement." [LMO 100 II]

Mary listened to the promise spoken to her by the angel, and she bore the
Word of Life. This seems so simple. What more do we need to do than to
open ourselves to the Word of God spoken in scripture? Why are so many
years of study necessary to form preachers of the good news? Why do we
have to study philosophy, read fat and difficult books of theology when we
have God's own Word? Is it not simple to give an "account of the hope that is
within us"? God is love and love has conquered death. What more is there to
say? Do we not betray this simplicity in our complex discussions? But it was
not so simple for Mary. This story begins with her puzzlement. "But she was
greatly troubled at the saying and considered in her mind what sort of
greeting this might be." Listening begins when we dare to let ourselves be
puzzled, disturbed. And then the story continues with her question to the
messenger. "How can this be, since I am a virgin?"

a) The Confidence to Study

The story is told that St Albert the Great was once sitting in his cell
studying. And the Devil appeared to him disguised as one of the
brethren, and tried to persuade him that he was wasting his time and
energy studying the secular sciences. It was bad for his health. Albert
just made the sign of the cross and the apparition disappeared.(5) Alas,
the brethren are not always so easy to convince! All the disciplines -
literature, poetry, history, philosophy, psychology, sociology, physics,
etc - that try to make sense of our world, are our allies in our search for
God. "It must be possible to find God in the complexity of human
experience."(6) This world of ours, for all its pain and suffering, is
ultimately the fruit of "that divine love which first moved all beautiful
things."(7) The hope that makes us preachers of good news is not a
vague optimism, a hearty cheerfulness, whistling in the dark. It is the
belief that in the end we can discover some meaning in our lives, a
meaning that is not imposed, which is there, waiting to be discovered.

It follows that study should be above all a pleasure, the pure delight of
discovering that things do, despite all the evidence to the contrary,
make sense, whether our own lives, human history or the particular bit
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of scripture with which we have been struggling all morning. Our
centres of study are schools of joy because they are founded upon the
belief that it is possible to arrive at some understanding of our world
and our lives. Human history is not the senseless and endless conflict of
"Jurassic Park", the survival of the fittest. This creation in which we live
and of which we are part is not the result of chance, but it is the work of
Christ: "all things were created through him and for him. He is before
all things, and in him all things hold together" [Col 1:16f]. Wisdom
dances before the throne of God to express her joy in creating this
world, and the aim of all study is to share her pleasure. Simone Weil
wrote in April 1942 to a French Dominican, fr Perrin, "The intelligence
can only be led by desire. For there to be desire there must be pleasure
and joy in the work. The joy of learning is as indispensable to study as
breathing is to running."(8) The Constitutions talk of our propensio
(LCO 77) to the truth, a natural inclination of the human heart. To study
should be simply part of the joy of being fully alive. The truth is the air
that we are made to breathe.

This is a beautiful idea, but let us admit straightaway that it is very far
from the experience of many of us! For some Dominicans, brothers and
sisters, the years of study have not been a time of learning to hope but
of despair. So often I have seen students struggling with books that
seem arid and remote from their experience, longing for it all to be over
so that they can get on with preaching, swearing never to open another
book of theology after they have escaped from their studies. And even
worse than the aridity is, for some, the humiliation, struggling with
Hebrew verbs without success, never managing to understand the
difference between the Arians and the Apollinarians, and finally
defeated by German philosophy!

Why is study so hard for many of us? In part it is because we are
marked by a culture which has lost confidence that study is a
worthwhile activity and which doubts that debate can bring us to the
truth for which we long. If our century has been so marked by violence
it is surely partly because it has lost confidence in our ability to attain
the truth together. Violence is the only resort in a culture which has no
trust in the shared search for truth. Dachau, Hiroshima, Rwanda,
Bosnia; these are all symbols of the collapse of a belief in the possibility
of building a common human home through dialogue. This lack of
confidence may take two forms, a relativism which despairs of ever
attaining to the truth, and a fundamentalism which asserts that the
truth is already completely possessed.

In the face of that despair which is relativism, we celebrate that the
truth may be known and in fact has come to us as a gift. With St Paul
we can say: "What I received from the Lord, I also delivered to you. " [1
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Cor 11:23] Studying is a eucharistic act. We open our hands to receive
the gifts of tradition rich with knowledge. West culture is marked by a
profound suspicion of all teaching since it is equated with
indoctrination and bigotry. The only valid truth is that which one has
discovered for oneself or which is grounded in one's feelings. "If it feels
right for me, then it is OK." But teaching should liberate us from the
narrow confines of my experience and my prejudices and open up the
wide open spaces of a truth which no one can master. I remember, as a
student, the dizzy excitement of discovering that the Council of
Chalcedon was not the end of our search to understand the mystery of
Christ but another beginning, exploding all the tiny coherent little
solutions in which we had tried to box him. Doctrine should not
indoctrinate but liberate us to continue on the journey.

But there is also the rising tide of fundamentalism which derives from a
profound fear of thinking, and which offers "the false hope of a faith
without ambiguity." [Oakland No 109] Within the Church this
fundamentalism sometimes takes the form of an unthinking repetition
of received words, a refusal to take part in the never ending search for
understanding, an intolerance of all for whom tradition is not just a
revelation but also an invitation to draw nearer to the mystery. This
fundamentalism may appear to be a rocklike fidelity to orthodoxy, but
it contradicts a fundamental principle of our faith, which is that when
we argue and reason we honour our Creator and Redeemer who gave
us minds with which to orthodoxy, but it contradicts a fundamental
principle of our faith, which is that when we argue and reason we
honour our Creator and Redeemer who gave us minds with which to
think and to draw near to Him. We cannever do theology well unless
we have the humility and the courage to listen to the arguments of
those with whom we disagree and take them seriously. St Thomas
wrote "As nobody can judge a case unless he hears the reasons on both
sides, so he who has to listen to philosophy will be in a better position
to pass judgement if he listens to all the arguments on both sides."(9)
We have to lose those certainties that banish uncomfortable truths, see
both sides of the argument, ask the questions that may frighten us. St
Thomas was the man of questions, who learnt to take every question
seriously, however foolish it might appear.

Our centres of study are schools of hope. When we gather together to
study, our community is a "holy preaching." In a world which has lost
confidence in the value of reason, it witnesses to the possibility of a
common search for the truth. This may be a university seminar arguing
over a case of bio-medical ethics, or a group of pastoral agents studying
the bible together in Latin America. Here we should learn confidence in
each other as partners in the dialogue, companions in the adventure.
Humiliation can have no part in study, if we are to give each other the
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courage for the journey. No one can teach unless they understand from
within another's panic upon opening a new book, or struggling with a
new idea. So the teacher is not there to fill the pupils' heads with facts,
but to strengthen them in their deep human inclination towards the
truth, and to accompany them in the search. We must learn to see with
our own eyes and stand on our feet. When Lagrange taught at the Ecole
Biblique he used to say to his pupils, "Look! You will not say Father
Lagrange said this or that, because you will have seen for yourself."(10)
Above all the teacher should give the student the courage to make
mistakes, to risk being wrong. Meister Eckart said that "one seldom
finds that people attain to anything good unless they have first gone
somewhat astray." No child can ever learn to walk unless they have
fallen flat on their faces several times. The child who is frightened
remains for ever on its bottom!

b) The Breaking of Idols

In the earliest days, the study of the brethren was essentially biblical, in
preparation for pastoral work, above all the sacrament of penance. The
first theological works of the Order were confessional manuals. But
when St Thomas was teaching those beginners in theology at Santa
Sabina he realised that our preaching would only be useful for the
salvation of souls if the brethren received a profound theological and
philosophical formation. This was for two reasons. Firstly, the simplest
questions often require the most profound thought: Are we free? How
can we ask God for things? Secondly because, according to the Biblical
tradition, what stands between us and a true worship of God is not so
much atheism as idolatry. Humanity has a tendency to build false gods,
and then to worship them. The exodus from this idolatry requires of us
a hard journey, in how we live and think. It is not enough just to sit and
listen to the Word of God. We need to break the hold of those false
images of God which hold us captive and block our ears.

All his life St Thomas was fascinated by the question: What is God? As
Herbert McCabe OP says, his sanctity lay in the fact that he let himself
be defeated by this question. Central to the teaching of Aquinas is this
radical ignorance, for we are joined to God "as to one, as it were,
unknown."(11) We have to be liberated from the image of God as a very
powerful and invisible person, manipulating the events of our lives.
Such a God would ultimately be a tyrant and a rival to humanity
against whom we would be forced to rebel. Instead we have to discover
God as the ineffable source of my being, the heart of my freedom. We
have to lose God if we are to discover Him, as St Augustine said, "closer
to me than I am to myself."(12) Teaching theology, then, is not just a
matter of communicating information, but of accompanying students as
they face the loss of God, the disappearance of a well-known and loved
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person, so as to discover God as the source of all who has given Himself
to us in His Son. Then we can indeed say, "Blessed are those who
mourn; they shall be comforted." McCabe writes, "It is one of the special
pleasures of teaching in our studium to watch the moment which
comes to every student sooner or later, the moment of conversion you
might say, when he realises that ... God is not less than the source of all
my free acts, and the reason why they are my own. "(12)

The intellectual discipline of our study has this ultimate purpose, to
bring us to this moment of conversion when our false images of God
are destroyed so that we may draw near to the mystery. But thinking is
not enough. Dominican theology began when Dominic got off his horse
and became a poor preacher. The intellectual poverty of Thomas before
the mystery of God is inseparable from his choice of an Order of poor
preachers. The theologian must be a beggar who knows how to receive
the free gifts of the Lord.

For us, listening to the Word will demand of us that we free ourselves
from the false ideologies of our time. Who are our false gods? Surely
they include the idolatry of the State, upon whose altars millions of
innocent lives have been shed this century; the worship of the market,
and the pursuit of wealth. I have written often enough about he
dangers of the myth of consumerism. Our whole world has been
seduced by a mythology, that everything can be bought and sold.
Everything has been transformed into commodities every thing has a
price. The world of nature, the fertility of the earth, the fragile ecology
of forests, all this is put on sale. Even we ourselves, the sons and
daughters of the Most High, are to be bought and sold on the labour
market. The Industrial Revolution saw the uprooting of whole
communities, expelled from their land and enslaved in the new cities.
This massive migration continues today. The most acute and
scandalous example was the enslaving of millions of our brothers and
sisters from Africa, transformed into marketable goods for profit and
export. As it was written at the Chapter of Caleruega: "Men and women
must not be treated as commodities, nor may their lives and work, their
culture and potential for flourishing in society be counted among
negotiable tokens in the game of profit and loss. " [20 5]

Our centres of study should be places in which we are liberated from
this reductive view of the world, and where we learn again to wonder
in gratitude at the good gifts of God. It is through study, by seeking to
understand things and each other, that we recover a sense of
astonishment at the miracle of creation. Simon Tugwell OP writes,
"When we get to the bottom of things, reaching their very essence with
our minds, what we find is the inscrutable mystery of God's creative act
... Really to know something is to find ourselves tipped headlong into a
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wonder far surpassing mere curiosity."(14) The truth does indeed set us
free. This intellectual liberation goes hand in hand with the real
freedom of poverty. Like Dominic and Thomas we have to become
beggars who receive God's good gifts. The vow of poverty and a
closeness to the poor is the proper Dominican context in which to
study.

In our struggle to liberate ourselves from this perception of the world,
we are helped by being an Order which is truly worldwide. Many
cultures do not have a vision of reality which is based upon domination
and mastery. Our brothers and sisters from Africa can help us towards
a theology which is based more upon mutuality and harmony. The
Asian religious traditions can also help us towards a more
contemplative theology. We have to be present in these other cultures
not just so that we may inculturate the gospel there, but so that they
may help us to understand the mystery of creation, and of God the
giver of all good things.

The Birth of Community

The Angel said to her, "Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favour
with God. And behold you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and
you shall call his name Jesus" [Luke 1:30]

The purpose of our studies is not merely to impart information but to bring
Christ to birth in our world. The test of our studies is not so much whether
they make us well informed, but whether they make us fertile. Every new
born child is a surprise, even to its parents. They cannot know beforehand
whom they are bringing into the world. So too our study should prepare us
to be surprised. Christ comes among us in every generation in ways that we
could never have anticipated and may only slowly recognise as authentic, as
it took time for the Church to accept the new shocking theology of St
Thomas. In the mountains of Guatemala, in our centre of reflection on
inculturation AK'KUTAN in Coban, the brothers and sisters seek to help the
Order to be born with the richness of the indigenous culture. In Takamori,
behind Mount Fuji, our brother Oshida seeks to bring Christ to birth in the
world of Japan, or there is our brother Michael Shirres in New Zealand, who
has for twenty years been struggling to meld the fertile seeds of Maori
spirituality with Christian faith. This may happen in all sorts of ways that are
not academic. In Croatia one of our brothers heads a rock band called the
"Messengers of Hope." In Japan I have seen the wonderful paintings of our
brothers Petit and Carpentier. Or it may be in the miraculous birth of
community in a village in Haiti. How can our preaching bring Christ to birth
among the drug addicts of New York or the slums of London? How can the
Word become flesh in the words of today, take body in the languages of
philosophy and psychology, through our prayer and study? It is for this
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incarnation of the Word of God in every culture, that the establishment of
houses of study, of theological excellence, in every continent, must be a
priority of the Order.

I wish to argue that a life of study builds community, and so prepares a
home for Christ to dwell among us. There is no more cruel experience of
despair than that of utter solitude, the human person introverted upon his or
her self . If our society is tempted so often by despair, then maybe it is
because this is the dominant image of the human being in our world, the
solitary individual in pursuit of his or her own desires and private good. The
radical individualism of our time seems like a liberation but it can plunge us
into a lonely hopelessness. The community offers us an "ecology of
hope''.(15) It is only together that we may dare to hope for a renewed world.

The scholar may seem to be the perfect example of the solitary figure, alone
with his or her books or computer screen, and with a sign saying "Do not
disturb" on the door. It is true that study will demand of us often that we be
alone and struggle with abstract questions. But this is a service that we offer
our brothers and sisters. The fruit of this solitary labour is to build
community by opening up the mysteries of the Word of God. We learn
through study to belong to each other and so to hope.

a) The transformation of mind and heart

Even the very image of the self as utterly alone, an isolated individual,
is challenged. For the doctrine of creation shows us that our Creator is
more intimately close to us than any being could be, since He is the ever
present source of our being. We cannot be alone, because alone we
could not even be!

In Western culture there is an obsession with self-knowledge. But how
can I know myself apart from the one who sustains me in being? St
Catherine was deeply modern in inviting her brethren to enter into the
"cell of self-knowledge", but that self-knowledge was inseparable from
a knowledge of God. "We can see neither our own dignity nor the
defects which spoil the beauty of our soul, unless we look at ourselves
in the peaceful sea of God's being in which we are imaged."(16) Even
the moments of utter desolation, of the dark night of the soul, when we
seem to be utterly deserted, can be transfigured into moments of
meeting: "The night that joins the beloved with her loved one, the night
transfiguring the beloved in her loved one 's life."(17)

Study can never be just the training of the mind; it is the transformation
of the human heart. "A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will
put within you; and I will take out of your flesh the heart of stone and
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give you a heart of flesh" [Ez 36:26] The first General Chapter of the
Order at Bologna said that novices are to be taught "how they should be
intent on study, so that by day and by night, at home or on a journey,
they should be reading or reflecting on something; whatever they can,
they should try to commit to memory.''(18)

All the time we are letting our hearts be formed, reading newspapers
and novels, watching films and the television. All that we read and see
is forming our heart. Do we give it good things to nourish it? Are we
moulding it with violence and triviality, giving ourselves a heart of
stone?

St Catherine of Siena says of Thomas that "With his mind's eye he
contemplated my Truth ever so tenderly and there gained light beyond
the natural."(19) Study then teaches us tenderness and even Thomas
was a great theologian because he was soft-hearted. fr Yves Congar
once wrote that his growing illness and paralysis meant that he became
increasingly dependent on his brothers. He could do nothing at all
without their help. He said "I have understood above all, since I became
ill and in constant need of my brothers' services ... that whatever we can
preach and say, however sublime it may be, is worthless if not
accompanied by praxis, by real, concrete action, of service, and of love. I
think that I have been lacking a little of that in my life, I have been a bit
too intellectual."(20)

When Savanarola talks about St Dominic's understanding of the
scriptures, he says that it was founded on carità, charity. Since it was
the love of God which inspired the Scriptures, it is only the loving
person who can understand them: "And you, brothers, who wish to
understand the scriptures, and who wish to preach: learn charity and
she will teach you. Having charity you will understand her."(21)

Study transforms the human heart through its discipline. It is "a form of
asceticism by its own perseverance and difficulty" [LCO 83] that
belongs to our growth in holiness. It offers us the hard discipline of
remaining in our rooms in silence, struggling to understand when we
long to escape. One of the innovations of the Order was in offering
those especially given to study the solitude of an individual cell, but it
is a solitude that can be an asceticism. When we are alone, struggling
with a text, then we will think of a thousand valid reasons why we
should stop and go and see someone to talk. We will quickly convince
ourselves that we have a duty to do so, and that to continue studying
would be a betrayal of our vocation and of christian duty! Yet unless we
endure this solitude and silence, we will have nothing of value to give.
In the "Letter to Brother John", we are told "Love your cell by making
constant use of it, if you want to be admitted into the wine cellar", (22)
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evidently the thirteenth century novice's idea of paradise! Much study
is indeed and inevitably boring. Learning to read Hebrew or Greek is
hard and tedious work. Often we will wonder whether it is worthwhile.
It is precisely an act of hope, that this labour will bear fruit in ways that
we cannot now imagine.

b) Study and the Building of Community in the Order

Study not only should open our hearts to the other but introduce us
into a community. To study is to enter into a conversation, with one's
brothers and sisters and with other human beings in our search for the
truth that will set us free. Albert the Great wrote of the pleasure of
seeking the truth together: "in dulcedine societatis quaerere
veritatem."(23)

Scholars often reflect the values of our society. Much of academic life is
based upon production and competition, as if we were making cars and
not seeking wisdom. Universites can be like factories. Articles must
pour off the production line, and rivals and enemies must be wiped out.
Yet we can never say an illuminating word about God unless we do
theology differently, uncompetitively and with reverence. One cannot
do theology alone. Not only because no one today would be able to
master all the disciplines but because understanding the Word of God
is inseparable from building community. Much of the preparation for
the Second Vatican Council was done by a community of brothers in Le
Saulchoir, especially of Congar, Chenu and Ferret, working together
and sharing their insight.

There is a story that while eating with the King of France, Thomas is
supposed to have thumped the table and shouted, "That's settled the
Manichees!" This may suggest that he was not paying much attention to
the other guests, but it also shows that theology can be a struggle. We
can never build community unless we dare to argue with each other. I
must stress, as so often, the importance of debate, argument, the
struggle to understand. But one struggles with one's opponent, like
Jacob wrestling with the angel, so as to demand blessing. One argues
with an opponent, because you wish to receive what he or she can give
you. One wrestles so that the truth can win. We have to argue out of a
sort of humility. The other person always has something to teach us and
we fight with them so as to receive a gift.

One of my most powerful memories of my year in Paris was of fr
Marie-Dominique Chenu, the master who was always eager to learn
from every one he met, even a ignorant English Dominican! Often, late
in the evening, he would return from some meeting with bishops,
students, trades unionists, artists, happy to tell you of what he had
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learnt and to ask what you had learnt that day. The true teacher is
always humble. Jordan of Saxony said that Dominic understood
everything, "humili cordis intelligencia"(24), through the humble
intelligence of his heart. The heart of flesh is humble, but the heart of
stone is impenetrable.

Theology is not just what is done in centres of study. It is the moment of
illumination, of new insight, when the Word of God meets our ordinary
daily experience of trying to be human, of sin and failure, of trying to
build human community and make a just world. All the world of
scholarship, of biblical experts, patristic scholars, philosophers and
psychologists, are there to help that conversation be fertile and truthful.
Good theology happens when, for example, the scripture scholar helps
the brother working in pastoral work to understand his experience, and
when the brother with pastoral experience helps the scholar to
understand the Word of God. The recovery of our theological tradition
demands not only that we train more brothers in the various disciplines
but that we do theology together. Unless we can build our Provinces as
theological communities then our studies may become sterile and our
pastoral work superficial. Much of Thomas' work was answering the
questions of the brethren, even rather foolish questions from the Master
of the Order!

Where do we do theology? We need the great theological faculties and
the libraries. But we also need centres where theology is done in other
contexts, with those who struggle for justice, in dialogue with other
religions, in poor slums and hospitals. Especially at this moment in the
life of the Church, true study involves the building of community
between women and men. A theology which grows solely out of male
experience would limp on one leg, breathe with one lung. That is why
today we need to do theology with the Dominican Family, listening to
each other's insights, making a theology which is truly human As God
says to St Catherine of Siena "I could well have made human beings in
such a way that they all had everything, but I preferred to give different
gifts to different people, so that they would all need each other. "(25)

All human communities are vulnerable, liable to dissolve, needing
constant reinforcement and repair. One of the ways in which we make
and remake community together is through the words that we speak to
each other. As servants of the Word of God, we should be deeply aware
of the power of our words, a power to heal or to hurt, to build or to
destroy. God spoke a word, and the world came to be, and now God
speaks the Word that is His Son, and we are redeemed. Our words
share in that power. At the heart of all our education and study must be
a deep reverence for language, a sensitivity to the words that we offer
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to our brothers and sisters. With our words we can offer resurrection or
crucifixion, and the words that we speak are often remembered, kept in
our brothers' hearts, to be reflected upon, returned to, for good or ill, for
years. A word may kill.

Our study should educate us in responsibility, responsibility for the
words that we use. Responsibility in the sense that what we say
responds to the truth, corresponds to reality. But also we have the
responsibility of saying words that build community, that nurture
others, that heal wounds, and offer life. St Paul, in prison, wrote to the
Philippians, "Finally brethren, whatever is true, whatever is
honourable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely,
whatever is gracious, if there is any excellence, there is anything worthy
of praise, think about these things."[4:8]

c) Study and the Building of a Just World

Our world has seen the triumph of a single economic system. It has
become hard to imagine an alternative. The temptation of our
generation may be to resign ourselves to the sufferings of this time and
to cease to hunger for a world made new. But we preachers must be the
guardians of hope. We have been promised the freedom of the children
of God, and God will be true to that Word. In San Sisto there is a picture
of St Dominic studying, with a dog at his feet holding a candle. In the
background another Dominican chases a dog with a stick. The
inscription tells us that Dominic did not oppose the devil with violence
but with study! Our study prepares us to speak a liberating word. It
does this through teaching us compassion, showing us that God is
present even in the midst of suffering and it is there that we must forge
our theology. It offers us an intellectual discipline that opens our ears to
hear God summoning us into freedom.

Felicíssimo Martínez OP once described Dominican spirituality as
'open-eyed'. And in the General Chapter of Caleruega, Chris McVey
commented, "Dominic was moved to tears - and to action - by the
starving in Palencia, by the innkeeper in Toulouse, by the plight of
some women in Fanjeaux. But that is not enough to explain his tears.
They flowed from the discipline of an open-eyed spirituality that did
not miss a thing Truth is the motto of the Order - not its defence (as
often understood), rather its perception. And keeping one's eyes open
so as not to miss a thing, that can make the eyes smart." Our study
should be a discipline of truthfulness that opens the eyes. As St Paul
says, "Look at the evidence of your eyes." [2 Cor 10:7]

It is painful to see what lies before us. It is easier to have a heart of
stone. Often enough I have been to places which I have longed to



Section Eight: Letters from the Masters.

Page 35.

forget, hospital wards of young people in Rwanda with their limbs
amputated, the beggars on the streets of Calcutta. How can one bear to
see so much misery? Yet we must obey Paul's command to look at the
evidence of our eyes and to see a tortured world. The books which we
read must prise open our hearts. Franz Kafka wrote "I think that we
ought to read only the kind of books that wound and stab us ... we need
the books that effect us like a disaster, that grieve us deeply, like the
death of someone whom we love more than ourselves, like being
banished into forests far from everyone, like a suicide. A book must be
the axe for the frozen sea within us."(26)

Yet it is not enough just to see these places of human suffering, and to
be the tourists of the world's crucifixion. These are places in which
theology is to be done. It is in these places of Calvary that God may be
met and a new word of hope discovered. Think of how much of the
greatest theology has been written in prison, from the letter of St Paul to
the Philippians, the poems of St John of the Cross, to the letters of
Dietrich Bonhoeffer in a Nazi concentration camp. We are, said St John
of the Cross, like dolphins who plunge into the dark blackness of the
sea to emerge into the brilliance of the light. A refugee camp in Goma
or a bed in a cancer ward; these are places where a theology that brings
hope may be discovered.

It is not only in situations of extreme anguish that God may be
encountered. Vincent de Couesnongle wrote "There can be no hope
without fresh air, or oxygen or a new vision. There can be no hope in a
stuffy atmosphere."(27) Ours has been from the beginning a theology of
the city and the market place. St Dominic sent his brothers to the cities,
the places of new ideas, of new experiments with economic
organisation and democracy, but also where the new poor gathered. Do
we dare to let ourselves be disturbed by the questions of the modern
city? What is the word of hope that may be shared with young people
who face unemployment for the rest of their lives? How may God be
discovered in the suffering of an unmarried mother or a frightened
immigrant? These too are places of theological reflection. What have we
to say to a world become sterile with pollution? Will we let ourselves be
interrogated by the questions of the young and enter the minefields of
moral issues such as sexual ethics, or do we prefer to be safe?

So then, we must dare to see what is before our eyes; we must believe
that it is where God seems most distant and where human beings are
tempted by despair that theology may be done. Yet surely, as
Dominicans, we must assert a third requirement. Our words of hope
will only have authority if they are rooted in a serious study of the
Word of God and an analysis of our contemporary society. In 1511
Montesino preached his famous sermon against the oppression of the
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Indians and asked the question, "Are they not human beings? have they
not rational souls? Are you not obliged to love them as you love
yourselves? Do you not understand this? Do you not grasp this?"
Montesino was inviting his contemporaries to open their eyes, and see
the world differently. For clarity, compassion is not enough. Hard
study was needed to see through the false mythologies of the
conquistadores and it was the source of Las Casas' prophetic stand.

Chenu commented, "It is extremely suggestive to draw attention to the
encounter between the speculative doctrine of this first great master of
international law (at this moment when nations were being born
outside the pale of the Holy Roman Empire) and the evangelism of Las
Casas. The theologian, in Vittoria, envelopes the prophet."(28) It is not
enough to be indignant at the injustices of this world. Our words will
only have authority if they are rooted in serious economic and political
analysis of the causes of injustice. St Antoninus grappled with the
problems of a new economic order in Renaissance Florence, as in this
century Lebret analysed the problems of the new economics. If we are
to resist the temptation of easy clich• s, then we need some brothers
and sisters who are trained in scientific, social, political and economic
analysis.

The building of a just society does not demand just the equitable
distribution of wealth. We need to build a society in which we may all
flourish as human beings. Our world is being reduced to a cultural
desert through the triumph of consumerism. The cultural poverty of
this dominant perception of the human person is ravaging the whole
world, and "the people perish for the lack of a vision." [Prov 29:18](29)
There is a hunger not just for food but for meaning. As the Chapter of
Oakland said, "To speak truthfully is an act of justice" [109]. St Basil the
Great says that if we have extra clothes they belong to the poor. One of
the treasures that we possess and which our centres of study should
preserve and share are the poetry, the stories of our people, the music,
and traditional wisdom. All this is a wealth for the building of a human
world.

Being a prophet is no excuse for not studying the scriptures. We ponder
the Word of God, seeking to know His will rather than to discover
evidence that God is on our side. It is easy to use the scriptures as a
source book for easy slogans, but the study of God's Word is the pursuit
of a deeper liberation than we could ever imagine. Through the
discipline of study we seek to catch the echo of a voice that summons us
to an ineffable freedom, God's own liberty. When Lagrange faced the
problems raised by modern historical criticism he quoted the words of
St Jerome, "Sciens et prudens, manum misi in ignem"(30) (Knowingly
and prudently, I put my hand in the fire). Knowing that it might cost
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him pain and suffering, he plunged his hand into the fire. Lagrange's
commitment to the new intellectual disciplines of his time was a real
token of trust that the Word of God would surely show itself to be a
truly liberating word, and that we need not fear to pass by the way of
doubt and questioning. He submitted the Word of God to rigorous
analysis because he trusted that it would show itself to be a word that
could never be mastered. Do we dare to share his courage? Do we dare
plunge our hands in the fire, or do we prefer not to be disturbed?

The Gift of a Future

"He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High; and the Lord
God will give to him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over
the house of Jacob for ever; and of his Kingdom there will be no end " And
Mary said to the angel, "How can this be, since I have no husband?" [Luke
1:32-34]

How can this be? How can a virgin give birth to a child? How can a woman
of this small and unimportant colony of the Roman Empire give birth to the
Saviour of the world? Who could have guessed that the history of this people
had the seed of such a future? Two thousand years ago it seemed that
David's line had failed, but unexpectedly he was given a son to sit upon his
throne.

Much of our studies are studies of the past. We study the story of the people
of Israel, the evolution of the bible, the history of the Church, of the Order,
and even of philosophy. We learn about the past. Central to study is the
acquisition of a memory. Yet this is not so that we may know many facts. We
study the past so as to discover the seeds of an unimaginable future. Just as a
virgin or a barren woman becomes pregnant with a child, so our apparently
barren world is discovered to be pregnant with possibilities that we had
never dreamt of, the Kingdom of God.

"History does more than any other discipline to free the mind from the
tyranny of present opinion."(31) History shows us that things need not be as
they are, and that history may open us out to an unexpected future. We
discover, in the words of Congar, that there is not only the Tradition, but a
multitude of traditions which open up riches of which we had never dreamt.
The Second Vatican Council was a moment of new beginning because it was
a retelling of the past. We were brought back before the divisions of the
Reformation, back before the Middle Ages, to rediscover a sense of the
Church prior to the divisions of east and west. It was a memory that set us
free for new things.

History introduces us to a wider community than those who just happen to
be alive today. We find that we are members of the community of saints and
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the community of our ancestors. They too have a right to a voice in our
deliberations. We test our insights against their witness, and they invite us to
a larger vision than we could find in the small confines of our own time.

The retelling of history liberates us not just from present opinion but from
the "the rulers of this age." [1 Cor 2:8] History is normally told from the point
of view of the victor, of the strong, of those who build empires, and the
history that they tell confirms them in their power. We must learn to tell
history from another point of view, from the side of the small and forgotten,
and that is a story that sets us free. This is why to remember is a religious act,
the primordial religious act of the Jewish and Christian traditions. When we
gather to pray to God, we "remember the wonderful works that He has
done." [Psalm 105:5]

Ultimately we are brought back to the memory of a small and apparently
insignificant people, the people of Israel. We tell the story from the point of
view not of the great Empires, of the Egyptians or the Assyrians, the
Persians, the Greeks or the Romans, but of a tiny people whose history was
barely registered in the books of the great and the powerful, yet whose
history was pregnant with the birth of the Son of the Most High. And the
history in which we discover ourselves is finally that of a virgin who hears
the message of the angel and of a man who was nailed up on a cross in a sea
of crosses, a man whose story was that of failure. This is the story that we
remember in every Eucharist. In this story we learn how to tell the history of
humanity and it is a history that does not end on the cross.

Do we dare to tell the history of the Church and even of the Order with such
courage? Do we dare to tell a history of the Church which is freed from all
triumphalism and arrogance, and which recognises the moments of division
and sin? Surely the good news, the ground of our hope, is that God has
accepted precisely such fallible, quarrelling people as His people. So often
when we learn about Dominican history we are told of the glories of the past.
Do we dare to tell of the failures, of the conflicts? The previous archivist of
the Order, Emilio Panella OP, wrote a study(32) of what the chronicles do not
say, what they omitted. Such a story finally gives us more hope and
confidence since it shows that God always works with "earthen vessels to
show that the transcendent power belongs to God and not to us." [2 Cor 4:7]
He may even achieve something through us. At the General Character of
Mexico, we dared to remember the fifth centenary of our arrival in the
Americas. We remembered not only the great deeds of our brothers, of Las
Casas and Montesino, but also the silences and failures of others. But they
are all our brothers. Above all we remembered those who were reduced to
silence or extinction. We remembered so as to hope for a more just world.

There are memories which are hard to bear, of Dachau and Auschwitz, of
Hiroshima and the bombing of Dresden. There are acts so terrible that we
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would rather forget. What history could be told that could bear all that
suffering? And yet at Auschwitz the monument to the dead says, "O earth,
cover not their blood." Maybe we can only dare to remember and to tell of
the past truthfully, if we remember the one who embraced his death, who
gave himself to his betrayers, who made of his passion a gift and
communion. In that memory we dare to hope. We can know that "history
does not ultimately lie in the hands of the slaughterer. The dead can be
named; the past must be known. In that naming and knowing, God is to be
met, and in God lies the possibility for us of a different world, a different
apprehension of power, a voice for the dumb."(33) "For the poor shall not
always be forgotten: the patient abiding of the meek shall not perish for
ever." [Psalm 9:18]

St Dominic walked through the countryside singing, not just because he was
courageous, and not just because he had a cheerful temperament. Years of
study had given him a heart formed to hope. Let us study so as to share his
joy.

"History says, Don 't hope
on this side of the grave.
But then, once in a lifetime
The longed-for tidal wave
Of justice can rise up,
And hope and history rhyme.

So hope for a great sea-change
On the far side of revenge.
Believe that a further shore
Is reachable from here."(34)

fr Timothy Radcliffe OP
Master of the Order

Feast of the Presentation of Our Lady, 21 November 1995
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DOMINICAN FREEDOM AND RESPONSIBILITY

TOWARDS A SPIRITUALITY OF GOVERNMENT

DOMINIC, A MAN OF FREEDOM AND GOVERNMENT

Dominic fascinates us by his freedom. It was the freedom of the poor
itinerant preacher, the freedom to found an Order unlike any that had
existed before. He was free to scatter the fragile little community which he
gathered around him and send them to the Universities, and free to accept
the decisions of brothers in Chapter, even when he disagreed with them. It
was the freedom of the compassionate person, who dared to see and to
respond.

The Order has always flourished when we have lived with Dominic's
freedom of heart and mind. How can we renew today the freedom that is
properly and deeply Dominican? It has many dimensions: a simplicity of life,
itinerancy, prayer. In this letter I wish to focus on just one pillar of our
freedom, which is good government. I am convinced, after visitating so
many Provinces of the Order, that typical Dominican freedom finds
expression in our way of government. Dominic did not leave us a spirituality
embodied in a collection of sermons or theological texts. Instead we have
inherited from him and those earliest friars, a form of government that frees
us to respond with compassion to those who hunger for the Word of God.
When we offer our lives for the preaching of the gospel, we take in our hands
the book of the Rule and Constitutions. Most of those Constitutions are
concerned with government.

This may appear surprising. In contemporary culture, it is usually assumed
that government is about control, about limiting the freedom of the
individual. Indeed many Dominicans may be tempted to think that freedom
lies in evading the control of meddlesome superiors! But our Order is not
divided into "the governors" and "the governed". Rather government enables
us to share a common responsibility for our life and mission. Government is
at the basis of our fraternity. It forms us as brothers, free to be "useful for the
salvation of souls". When we accept a brother into the Order we express our
confidence that he will be capable of taking his place in the government of
his community and province, and that he will contribute to our debates and
help us to arrive at and implement fruitful decisions.

The temptation of our age is towards fatalism, the belief that faced with the
problems of our world we can do nothing. This passivity can infect religious
life too. We share Dominic's freedom when we are so moved by the urgency
to preach the gospel that we dare to take difficult decisions, whether to
undertake a new initiative, close a community or endure in an apostolate that
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is hard. For this freedom, good government is necessary. The opposite of
government is not freedom but paralysis.

In this letter I will not try to make detailed observations about the
application of the Constitutions. That is the responsibility of the General
Chapters. Rather I wish to suggest how our Constitutions touch some of the
deepest aspects of our religious life: our fraternity and our mission. It is not
enough simply to apply the Constitutions as if they were a set of rules. We
need to develop what might be called a spirituality of government, so that
through it we grow together as brothers and preachers.

These comments will be based upon my experience of government by the
brethren. So what I have to say will not always be applicable to the other
branches of the Dominican Family. I hope, however, that it will be helpful for
our nuns, sisters and laity as you face analagous challenges.

The Word became flesh and dwelt among us full of grace and truth; we have
beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son of the Father" (John 1.14). These
words of John will help to structure these very simple reflections on
government. It may seem absurd to take such a rich theological text as the
basis of an exploration of government. I wish to show how the challenge of
good government is to make flesh among us that grace and truth.

1. The Word that comes among us is "full of grace and truth".

The first section of the letter reflects upon the purpose of all
government, which is that we be liberated for the preaching of the
gospel. All government in the Order has the common mission as its
goal.

2. This Word "dwells among us".

In the second section of the letter, we consider the fundamental
principles of Dominican government. Central to our practice of
government is that we meet in chapter, engage in debate, vote and take
decisions. But these meetings will be nothing more than mere
administration at the best, and party politics at the worst, unless they
belong to our welcoming of the Word of God who would make his
home among us. Government needs to be nourished by lived fraternity.

3. This Word of God became flesh.

Finally, this beautiful theory of government must become flesh in the
complex reality of our lives, in our priories, provinces and the whole
Order. In the last section I will share a few observations on the
relationship between the different levels of responsibility in the Order.
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1. THE WORD WAS MADE FLESH, "FULL OF GRACE AND TRUTH"

The Purpose of Dominican Government

1.1 Freedom for the mission

In St Catherine's vision the Father says of Dominic, "He took the
task of the Word, my only begotten Son. Clearly he appeared as an
apostle in the world, with such truth and light did he sow my
word, dispelling the darkness and giving light." All government
within the Order has as its goal the bringing forth of the Word of
God, the prolongation of the Incarnation. The test of good
government is whether it is at the service of this mission. That is
why, from the beginning of the Order a superior has had the
power of dispensation from our laws, "especially when it seems to
him to be expedient in those matters which seem to impede study,
preaching or the good of souls".

Fundamental to the life of the brethren is that we gather in
Chapter, whether conventual, provincial or general, to take
decisions about our lives and mission. From the beginning of the
Order we have arrived at these decisions democratically, by
debate leading to voting. But what makes this democratic process
properly Dominican is that we are not merely seeking to discover
what is the will of the majority, but what are the needs of the
mission. To what mission are we sent? The Fundamental
Constitution of the Order makes quite explicit this link between
our democratic government and the response to needs of the
mission: "This communitarian form of government is particularly
suitable for the Order's development and frequent renewal ... This
continual revision of the Order is necessary, not only on account
of a spirit of perennial Christian conversion, but also on account of
the special vocation of the Order which impels it to accommodate
its presence in the world for each generation" (VII).

Our democratic institutions enable us to grasp responsibility or to
evade it. We are free to take decisions that may turn our lives
upside down, or we may settle for inertia. We can elect superiors
who may dare to ask more of us than we feel we may give, or we
choose a brother who will leave us in peace. But let us be clear
about this: our democracy is only Dominican if our debating and
voting is an attempt to hear the Word of God summoning us to
walk in the way of discipleship.

Every institution can be tempted to make its perpetuation its
ultimate aim. A company that makes cars does not exist out of a
compassionate desire to respond to humanity's need for cars, but
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so that the organisation may itself expand and grow. We too may
fall into this trap, and especially if we talk about our own
institutions in terms which derive from the world of business: the
provincial and council may become "The Administration", and the
syndic the "Business Manager"! The brethren may even be referred
to as "personnel". What mother, announcing the birth of a new
child, says that the personnel of the family has increased? But our
institutions exist for another purpose, outside ourselves, which is
to mobilise the brethren for the mission.

There is a story told in The Lives of the Brethren, of how a great
lawyer in Vercelli came running to Jordan of Saxony, threw
himself down before him, and all he could say was "I belong to
God". Jordan replied "Since you belong to God, in His name we
make you over to Him". Each brother is a gift from God, but he is
given to us so that we may give him away, in forming him for the
mission and freeing him to preach.

The beginning of all good government is attentiveness, listening
together for the Word of God, opening our ears to the needs of the
people. In a thirteenth-century Dominican blessing, the brethren
prayed for the Holy Spirit, "to enlighten us and give us eyes to see
with, ears to hear with, and hands to do the work of God with,
and a mouth to preach the word of salvation with, and the angel
of peace to watch over us and lead us at last, by our Lord's gift, to
the Kingdom.". Whenever we gather in Council or Chapter, we
pray for the Holy Spirit, that we may have eyes to see and ears to
hear, but what we see and hear may well summon us where we
would rather not go. Compassion may turn our lives upside
down.

And if mission is the end of all government, then what is its
beginning? Surely it is that "we have beheld his glory, glory as of
the only Son of the Father". If government is the exercise of
responsibility, then this ultimately expresses our response to the
one who has revealed his glory to us. Contemplation of the only
begotten Son is the root of all mission, and so the mainspring of all
government. Without this stillness there is no movement. All
government brings us from contemplation to mission. Without it,
then we practise mere administration.

1.2 The task of government is the common mission

The Word was made flesh and dwelt among us. The Word of
salvation gathers us together into communion, in the Trinity and
with each other. In that Word we find our true freedom, which is
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the freedom to belong to each other in grace and truth. The good
news that we preach is that we may find our home in the life of
the Triune God.

If the preaching of the gospel is the summons to communion, then
the preacher can never be a solitary person, engaged just in his or
her mission. All of our preaching is a sharing in a common task,
the invitation to belong in the common home. If the end of
government in the Order is the mission of preaching, then its
principal challenge is in gathering the brethren into the common
mission, the mission of the Order and of the Church. The disciples
are not sent out alone.

Nothing so cripples good government as an individualism, by
which a brother may become so wedded to "my project", "my
apostolate", that he ceases to be available for the common mission
of the Order. This privatisation of the preaching not only makes it
hard for us to evolve and sustain common projects. More radically
it may offer a false image of the salvation to which we are called,
unity in grace and truth. Ultimately it is a surrender to a false
image of what it means to be truly human: the solitary individual
whose freedom is that of self-determination, liberated from the
interference of others.

One of the principal challenges of government is to refuse to let
the common mission of the Order be paralysed by such an
individualism. That freedom of Dominic, which we think of as so
characteristic of the Order, is not the freedom to plough our own
furrow, free from the intervention of superiors. It is the freedom to
give ourselves, without reserve, with the mad generosity of the
Word made flesh.

Some forms of preaching the gospel cannot be easily shared. For
example, a brother or sister who preaches through writing poetry,
through painting, or even through research, may often have to
labour alone. Even then we must show that they are not just
"doing their own thing", that they too are contributing to common
mission. The Order is most often alive when it harnesses the
dynamism of the brethren. Sometimes the most liberating thing
that a superior can do is to command a brother to do what he most
deeply wishes and is able to do. Sometimes the common mission
may demand of us that we accept tasks we would not have
chosen, that we give up a cherished apostolate for the common
good. We need not only preachers and pastors, but bursars and
secretaries, superiors and administrators. But this too is part of the
preaching of that Word who gathers us into community.
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2. THE BASIC PRINCIPLES OF DOMINICAN GOVERNMENT

The Constitutions tell us that "the primary reason why we are gathered
together is that we may dwell in unity, and that there may be in us one
mind and one heart in God" (LCO 2.i). This may appear to contradict
the fundamental purpose of the Order, which is that we are sent out to
preach the Word of God. In fact it is a healthy and necessary tension
which has always marked Dominican life. For the grace and truth that
we are sent to preach we must live together, otherwise we will have
nothing to say. The common mission which we share is grounded in the
common life we live.

This tension is found in our government. For if the end of all
government is that the brethren be freed for preaching, yet it is founded
on our fraternity. Unless we seek to live together in unity of heart and
mind, then our democracy will fail. In her vision, the Father says to St
Catherine that the ship of St Dominic is one in which "both the perfect
and the not-so-perfect fare well." The Order is a home for sinners. And
this means that to build good government, it is never enough just to
apply the Constitutions, to hold Chapters, to vote and take decisions. T
S Eliot tells us of people who are "dreaming of systems so perfect that
no one will need to be good". Our system of government ultimately is
grounded upon a search for virtue. The flesh must become word and
communion, and the mixed group of individuals that we are a
community.

2.1  Power, Authority and Responsibility

Good government depends upon a right living of our
relationships of power, authority and responsibility. It may seem
strange that I do not include a section on obedience. This is
because I have already written about obedience at length in my
Letter to the Order "Vowed to Mission". This letter will be quite
long enough without my repeating what I have written elsewhere!
Also, virtually all that I write in this letter about government
comments upon the implications of our vow of obedience,
through which we give ourselves unconditionally to the common
mission of the Order.

Power

Our common life confronts us inevitably with the question of
power. We do not usually like to speak of power, unless we feel
that it is being misused. The word seems almost inappropriate for
the relationship of brotherhood which unites us. Yet every human
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community is marked by relationships of power, and Dominican
communities are not exempt. When we make profession we place
ourselves into the hands of the brethren. Our brethren will take
decisions about our lives that we may not welcome, and which we
may even feel are unjust. We may be assigned to places to which
we do not wish to go, or elected to positions of responsibility
which we do not wish to hold.

Every brother has power, by what he says or does not say, and by
what he does or does not do. All the issues we shall address in this
letter - the democracy of the chapter, voting, the relationship of
the different levels of government in the Order - all explore
aspects of the power that we all have in our relationships with one
another. And if our preaching is to have power then we must live
these relationships of power openly, healthily and in accordance
with the gospel.

The life of Jesus shows a paradoxical relationship to power. He
was the man of powerful words, who summoned the disciples to
follow him, who healed the sick, cast out demons, raised the dead
and dared to confront the religious authorities of his time. And yet
he was the powerless one who refused the protection of the sword
of Peter, and who was hung upon a cross.

With this strong and vulnerable man, power was always healing,
and life-giving. It never cast down, diminished, made little,
destroyed. It was not a power over people, so much as a power
that he gave to them. Indeed he was most powerful precisely in
refusing to be a channel of violence, in bearing it in his body, in
letting it stop with him. He took his passion and death into his
own hands, and made it fruitful, a gift, Eucharist.

Good government in our communities demands that we live
relationships of power in this way, granting power to our brothers
rather than undermining them. This demands of us the courage to
be vulnerable. Josef Pieper wrote, "Fortitude presumes
vulnerability; without vulnerability there is no possibility of
fortitude. An angel cannot be courageous because it is not
vulnerable. To be brave means to be ready to sustain a wound.
Since human beings are substantially vulnerable, then we can be
courageous." Our government invites to live such a courageous
vulnerability.
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Authority

All government is dependent upon the exercise of authority. The
fact that the supreme authority of the Order is the General
Chapter is a recognition of the fact that for us authority is granted
to all the brethren. The sequence of our General Chapters, of
diffinitors and provincials, suggests that for us authority is
multifaceted. Superiors enjoy authority in virtue of their office;
theologians and thinkers by virtue of their knowledge; brothers
engaged in pastoral apostolates enjoy authority because of their
contact with people in their struggle to live the faith; the older
brothers enjoy authority because of their experience; younger
brethren have an authority which comes from their knowledge of
the contemporary world with its questions.

Good government works well when we acknowledge and respect
the authority that each brother has, and refuse to absolutise any
single form of authority. If we were to make absolute the authority
of superiors, the Order would cease to be a fraternity; if we were
to absolutise the authority of the thinkers, then we would become
just a strange academic institution; if we were to absolutise the
authority of the pastors, then we would betray our mission in the
Church; if we were to make indisputable the authority of the old,
then we would have no future; if we were to give authority only to
the young, then we would have no roots. The health of our
government depends on allowing the interplay of all the voices
that make up our community.

Furthermore, we are part of the Dominican Family. This means
that we also are called to be attentive to the voice of our nuns,
sisters and laity. They too must have authority in our
deliberations. The nuns have an authority which derives from
lives dedicated to contemplation; our sisters have an authority
which comes from their lives as women with a vast variety of
pastoral experience. Often they can teach us much through their
closeness to the people of God, especially the poor. Increasingly
too, there are sisters who have a theological training who have
much to teach us. The laity have an authority because of their
different experiences, knowledge, and sometimes marriage and
parenthood. Part of what we offer to the Church lies in being a
community in which each of those authorities should be
recognised.

Responsibility

All government is the exercise of our shared responsibility for the
life and mission of the Order. Its foundation is the confidence that
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we should have in each other. When St Dominic sent out the
young friars to preach, the Cistercians were scandalised at his
confidence in them, and he told them "I know, I know for certain,
that my young men will go out and come back, will be sent out
and will return; but your young men will be kept locked up and
will still go out".

The aim of all our formation is to form brethren who are free and
responsible, and that is why the Constitutions say that the person
who has primary responsibility for his formation is the candidate
himself (LCO 156). Our government is founded upon a trust in the
brethren. We show our trust in accepting a brother for profession;
that same trust is present in the election of superiors. Superiors too
must trust the brethren whom they appoint to posts of
responsibility. Sometimes we will be disappointed, but that is no
reason to renounce that fundamental mutual confidence. As
Simon Tugwell OP wrote, "In the last analysis, if Dominicans are
to do their job properly, they have got to be exposed to certain
hazards, and they have got to be trusted to cope with them - and
the Order as a whole has got to accept that some, perhaps many,
individuals will abuse this trust".

Such a trust demands that we overcome fear, fear of what may
happen if the brethren are not controlled! We must form the
brethren to live with that freedom of Dominic. As Felicísimo
Martínez OP says, "There is no greater service to a person than to
educate him or her to freedom ... The fear of freedom may be
rooted in the good-will of those who feel responsible for others,
and it can be legitimated by an appeal to realism, but this makes it
no less a lack of faith in the vigour and force of the Christian
experience. Fear and the lack of faith always go hand in hand".

Fear destroys all good government. St Catherine wrote to Pope
Gregory XI, "I desire to see you free of any servile fear, for I am
aware that the fearful person does not persevere in the strength of
holy resolution and good desire. ... Father, get up courageously,
because I tell you, there is nothing to fear!" Fear is servile, and
therefore is incompatible with our status as the children of God,
and brothers and sisters of each other. It is above all wrong in a
superior, who is called to help his brothers grow in confidence
and fearlessness.

But this confidence that we have in each other is not an excuse for
mutual neglect. Because I have confidence in my brother, it does
not mean that I can forget about him and let him just go his own
way. If good government gives us shared responsibility, then it is
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rooted in the mutual responsibility that we are called to have for
each other. When we make profession we place our hands in those
of a brother. It is a gesture of extraordinary vulnerability and
tenderness. We hand our life over to our brothers, and we do not
know what they will do with it. We are in each other's hands.
The Lives of the Brethren tell us about a certain Tedalto whose
vocation passed through a hard time. "Everything that he saw and
felt seemed like the second death to him." He had joined the Order
as a pleasant and calm man, but now he had become so bad
tempered that he even hit the subprior with the Psalter. This is an
experience that we have all had! Even though we may consider
that Tedalto should never have been accepted into the Order,
Jordan of Saxony refused to give up on him, and prayed with him
until his heart was healed. In accepting a brother for profession we
accept a responsibility for him, for his happiness and flourishing.
His vocation is our common concern.

Do we always fight for our brother's vocation? If a brother passes
through a time of crisis, do I look the other way? Do I pretend that
respect for his privacy can justify my negligence? Am I afraid to
hear the doubts that he may share with me? I hope that if ever I
am driven to hitting the subprior with the breviary, then my
brothers will have care for me! Also I must have the confidence, in
times of crisis, to share with my brethren, confident of their
understanding and mercy.

As preachers of the Word made flesh, we have a special
responsibility for the words that we speak. The Word must
become flesh above all in the words of "grace and truth". The
Primitive Constitutions ordain that the novice-master must teach
the novices "never to speak about people who are absent except to
speak well of them". (I. 13) This is not a pious squeamishness,
which flies from facing the reality of what our brethren are
actually like. It is an invitation to speak words of "grace", a
recognition of the power of our words to hurt, to destroy, to
subvert and undermine our brothers.

It is just as much a challenge to learn to speak words of truth.
Fundamental to our democracy is that we dare to speak truthfully
to each other, that we dare to bring to word the tensions and
conflicts that hurt the common life and impede the common
mission. If we do so, then often it may be with anyone except the
brother concerned. If we are disturbed by the behaviour of our
brother, then we must dare to talk truthfully with him, gently and
fraternally. Chapter is not always the first place in which to do so
this. We must dare to knock on his door and speak alone with him
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(Matt 18.15). We must take the time to speak to each other,
especially those from whom we are estranged. Communication in
the Chapter will depend upon a vast labour of communication
outside. If we make that effort, then we will have strengthened the
fraternity between us so that hard questions can be addressed
together. Then we will be able to have those open debates about
our common life, about how we fail and can grow, which were the
aim of the old Chapter of faults. The General Chapter of Caleruega
(43,2) makes some excellent recommendations as to how this may
happen today.

One of the signs that there is confidence in the brethren is when
we are prepared to elect them to positions of responsibility even
when they are young or inexperienced. Jordan was chosen to be
Provincial of Lombardy when he was just over a year in the Order,
and Master after two years. What an extraordinary sign of trust in
a man who today would not even have made solemn profession.
Sometimes in the Order we may find older men hanging on to
responsibility, perhaps out of fear for what the young may do and
where they may take us. And often these "young" are not so very
young anyway, certainly old enough to be fathers of families and
hold important positions in the secular world. Sometimes they are
even not much younger than I am! But our formation and mode of
government should make us dare to entrust our lives to brothers
who will take us we know not where. At profession a brother may
place his hands in ours. But accepting him, as a brother with a
voice and vote, means that we too have placed ours in his.

2.2.  Democracy

When I was asked during a television interview in France what
was central to our spirituality, I was almost as surprised as the
interviewer when I replied "democracy". Yet it is central to our
lives. To be a brother is to have a voice and a vote. Yet we do not
have votes merely as groups of private individuals, seeking
compromise decisions that will leave each person with as much
private freedom as possible. Our democracy should express our
brotherhood. It is one expression of our unity in Christ, a single
body.

Democracy for us is more than voting to discover what is the will
of the majority. It also involves discovering what is the will of
God. Our attentiveness to our brother is an expression of that
obedience to the Father. This attentiveness demands intelligence.
Alas, God does not always speak clearly through my brother.
Indeed sometimes what he says is evidently wrong! Yet, at the
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heart of our democracy is the conviction that even when what he
says is foolish and mistaken, yet there is some grain of truth
waiting to be rescued. However much I may disagree with him, he
is able to teach me something. Learning to hear: that is an exercise
in imagination and intelligence. I must dare to doubt my own
position, to open myself to his questions, to become vulnerable to
his doubts. It is an act of charity, born of a passion for truth. It
indeed is the best preparation to be a preacher of "grace and
truth".

Fergus Kerr OP, in his sermon for the opening of the Chapter of
the English Province in 1996, said:

"If there is one thing we should surely manage to do at a chapter it
is to demonstrate this commitment to look for the truth, to listen to
what we can agree with in what we disagree with, to save what is
true in what other people think ... What I prize more and more the
longer I am in the Order ... is a way of thinking - of expecting
other people to have views we may disagree with; expecting also
to be able to understand why they believe what they do - if only
we have the imagination, the courage, the faith in the ultimate
power of truth, the charity, to listen to what others say, to listen
especially for what they are afraid of when they seem reluctant to
accept what we want them to see: there are many ways of finding
the truth, but that is one way that I hope the Order of Preachers
will always try to practise".

This beloved democracy of ours takes time. It is time that we owe
each other. It can be boring. Few people find long meetings as
boring as I do. It is not efficient. I do not believe that we will ever
be one of the most efficient Orders in the Church, and it would be
wrong for us to seek to be so! Thanks be to God there are more
efficient Orders than ours. Thanks be to God that we do not seek
to emulate them. A certain efficiency is necessary if we are not to
lose our freedom through paralysis. But if we make efficiency our
goal, then we may undermine that freedom which is our gift to the
Church. Our tradition of giving each brother a voice and a vote is
not always the most efficient at arriving at the best decisions, but it
is a witness to evangelical values that we offer to the Church, and
which the Church needs now more than ever.

2.3 Voting

The aim of this dialogue in our Chapters is that the community
should attain unanimity. This is not always possible. Then we
must arrive at a decision through a vote. One of the most delicate
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responsibilities of a superior is to judge the time when there must
be a vote. He must bring the brethren as near to an unanimity as
possible, without waiting so long that a community is left
paralysed by indecision.

When we come to a vote, the aim is not to win. Voting in a chapter
is utterly different from in a parliament or a senate. Voting, like
debate, belongs to the process whereby we seek to discern what is
required by "the common good". The purpose of voting is not to
determine whether my will, or that of the other brethren, will
triumph, but to discover what the building of the community and
the mission of the Order requires.

Voting, in our tradition, is not a contest between groups, but the
fruit of an attentiveness to what all the brethren have said. As far
as possible, without betraying any fundamental convictions, I
should seek to vote for proposals that reflect the concerns, fears
and hopes of all the brethren, not just the majority. Otherwise I
may indeed "win", but the community will lose. In politics one's
vote expresses one's allegiance to a party. For us, voting expresses
who we are, brethren given to the common mission of the Order.

It follows that the result of a vote is the decision of the community,
and not just of those who voted in its favour. It is the community
that has arrived at a decision. I am free to disagree with the result,
and even eventually to campaign for its reversal, but I express my
identity as a member of the community by implementing the
decision. To trust in the simple majority vote was a profound
innovation of the Dominican tradition. Previously the choice of
the superior had either been through consensus, or the decision of
the "wiser" brethren. It was considered too risky to trust the
majority. For us it is an expression of our confidence in the
brethren.

Never is this more so than in the election of superiors. It is natural
that with like-minded brethren one will discuss who might be a
good superior, but it would be contrary to the nature of our
democracy for a brother to be presented as the "candidate" of a
party. Therefore I am doubtful as to whether it is appropriate to
approach a brother beforehand to ask whether he is prepared to
"stand" as a candidate. It is of course helpful to know whether a
brother would accept or refuse an election, but there is the danger
of him being seen as the candidate of a group, and of accepting
election as its representative. Also, few brethren who would be
good superiors would ever wish to be candidates, though they
may be more likely to accept election as an act of obedience to
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their brothers. To look for candidates who express their
willingness to be superiors may well lead us not to choose the
brethren most suited to office.

A superior is elected to serve all the brethren, for the common
good of the Order. His election is the result of a vote that "we"
have made, regardless of for whom we voted. And once he is
elected he needs the support of the whole community, for we have
elected him regardless of how I individually voted. We have
prayed for the guidance of the Holy Spirit before we voted, and
we must trust that guidance has indeed been given.

One of the most solemn responsibilities that our democracy may
require of us is to vote for the admittance to the Order of
candidates, and for the profession of our brothers. It is a beautiful
expression of our common responsibility. Here we vote as a search
for the truth, as part of a process of discerning whether the brother
is called by God to share our life. It can never be an expression of
party politics, or our personal like or dislike of a brother. Voting
has to be an expression of truthful charity, seeking to discern what
is best for that brother. If we do so, then a brother who is refused
profession will not feel that he is rejected, but that we have helped
him to discern what is indeed the will of God for him. If our vote
expresses power struggles within the community, ideological
tussles, friendships or enmities, then we will have betrayed a
profound responsibility. We will encourage those in formation to
conceal their true selves, and we will form brothers who will be
unfit to govern in their turn.

3. THE LEVELS OF DOMINICAN GOVERNMENT

3. 1 Grasping responsibility

The Word which we proclaim is not an abstract word, for it
became flesh and blood. What we preach is not a theory of
salvation but the grace that was embodied in the life, death and
resurrection of a man some two thousand years ago. So too for us,
it is not enough that we have a fine theory of responsibility. We
have to live it. We have wonderful democratic structures, which
offer us freedom, but it is a freedom that we must grasp.

I have become convinced during my visitations of the Provinces
that one of the greatest issues that we face is to respond effectively
and responsibly to the challenges of today. Sometimes we suffer
from what I have often called "the mystery of disappearing
responsibility". How is it that we, for whom responsibility is
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central, so often let it slip through our fingers? Our Chapters,
General and Provincial, are usually moments of truth, when we
look honestly at what is to be done and how we are to do it. Great
decisions are made. Wonderful texts are written. But sometimes,
having seen and analysed all so clearly, we are like a man "who
observes his natural face in a mirror; for he observes himself and
goes away and at once forgets what he was like" (James 1.23).

One reason why we escape responsibility is that although we are
called to freedom, freedom is frightening and responsibility is
burdensome and so it is tempting to escape. We have many levels
of responsibility in the Order, and often it is attractive to imagine
it is at some other level that it must be exercised. "Something must
be done", and yet it is usually by someone else, the superior or the
Chapter or even the Master of the Order! "The Province must act",
but what is the Province if not ourselves? If we are to be truly the
heirs of Dominic's freedom, then we must identify the
responsibility that is properly ours and grasp it. We must
articulate the relationship between the different levels of
government in the Order.

The Constitutions say that our government "is noted for an
organic and balanced participation of all its members", and that
the universal authority of its head is shared "proportionately and
with corresponding autonomy by the provinces and convents".
(LCO 1 VII). If our government is indeed to be "organic and
balanced" and recognise the proper autonomy of each brother,
convent and province, then we must clarify the relationship
between the different levels of government in the Order. I dislike
the word "levels" but I have been unable to think of a better word.

The relationship between the different levels of responsibility in
the Order is articulated by at least three fundamental principles.

a) Itinerancy

No brother is, or should be, superior for too long. There is a
limit to the number of terms that a brother can serve as Prior
or Provincial without postulation. We do not have abbots for
life. There should be no caste of superiors, for government is
the shared responsibility of all the brothers. If we are elected
to be a superior, then it is a service that we must offer. But
there is no career, no promotion, in the Order of Friars
Preachers.

b) We must strengthen each other
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There can be no competition for power of responsibility,
either to grab it or to flee from it. We must strengthen each
other. One of the primary responsibilities of a Prior is to
strengthen his brethren, to have confidence in their ability to
do more than they ever imagined, and to support them when
they take a brave stand on any issue. When Montesinos
preached his famous sermon on the rights of the Indians, it
was his prior, Pedro de Córdoba, who stood by him, saying
that it was the whole community which had preached that
sermon. Each brother is a gift to the community and it is an
obligation of the Superior to welcome and value the talents
of the brethren whom God has given us.

But this relationship is reciprocal. Every brother, in turn, has
an especial responsibility for the brother whom we have
elected. One of the ways in which we affirm the value of a
brother is in electing him to be a superior. Having placed a
burden on his shoulders, we have a duty to support him,
care for him, and encourage him. If he fails, then he needs
our forgiveness. If we have a superior who is inefficient, or
who lacks vision, then it is because we have chosen that
brother. Let us not blame him for faults which we knew
when the community chose him. Rather than burden him
with his failure, we must help him to do all of which he is
capable.

What the Lord said to Peter he says to us all: "Strengthen
your brothers" (Luke 22.32). If our system of government,
with all its complexity, works for mutual disempowerment,
then we are all paralysed and we have lost the freedom of
Dominic. But if it works for the strengthening of all, then we
can do great things.

c) The discernment of the common good

The discernment and pursuit of the common good is the
principal task of government, and it is here that relationships
between different levels of government may become most
tense and painful (cf 1.2). A brother may find himself
assigned to a community in which he does not wish to live or
to a task for which he feels himself unfit. Or a Province may
find itself asked to release a brother whom it can ill afford to
lose for some mission of the Order. This may be hard, and
yet it is the clearest expression of our unity in a common
mission, and often the wider common good must receive
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priority over the more local if the Order is not to fragment
into a loose association of individuals.

It can be painful to ask, for both. Rather than face that pain, it
may be tempting for a superior to ask for volunteers, or to
declare that nothing can be done. Yet this would be a flight
from the responsibility for which one has been elected, and
would lead to paralysis.

At times we must dare to govern, precisely because we value
the freedom which is at the heart of Dominican life. We
cherish that freedom of the brethren to gather in Chapter and
take decisions about our common mission and life which can
be realised and not remain mere declarations on paper. We
also cherish the freedom with which a brother has given his
life to the Order, and to its common mission. Not to dare to
ask a brother to give himself to some mission would be to fail
to respect that free self-gift which he made at profession. I
admit that often I have hesitated to ask of a brother what I
suspect he does not wish to give. Who am I to ask this of my
brother? Yet I am not asking for submission to my will, but
acceptance of that common good which the brethren have
defined together.

Sometimes one may even have to insist "under obedience".
Yet, if it comes to this, it would be a mistake to think that this
is the best image of what obedience is all about, since for us it
is above all grounded in mutual attentiveness, in which we
both seek together to understand what is right and best.

I will now share with you a few brief observations about
some of the challenges that we face in grasping responsibility
at the different levels of government in the Order. This is by
no means a complete picture. That would need a book.

3.2 Conventual government

Fundamental to the life of the Order is that we share responsibility
in the communities in which we live. We do not elect a brother as
superior of the community, to relieve us of responsibility for our
common life and mission, but to help us to share it. In some
Provinces it is hard to find brothers who are willing to accept
election as Prior. One reason may be that we expect him to bear all
responsibility alone. The Prior, having been a majestic figure, has
sometimes become the domestic manager, the one who must be
perpetually solving the problems of the community. If my light
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bulb does not work or the central heating does not function, then
it is the Prior who must solve the problem. It was only when I
became Prior of Oxford that I was confronted with the question of
how the milk gets from the cow to the jug, so that I may have milk
with my coffee! The Prior is indeed called to "serve with charity"
(LCO 299) but this does not mean that we can pile all
responsibility upon his shoulders, leaving him alone and helpless.
The right that we have to elect a superior implies the duty to
support him in building our common life and mission.

Superiors also need support from the Provincial and his Council.
Many Provinces hold annual meetings of superiors at which they
can discuss the challenges that they face and offer each other
support and encouragement. The Province of St Albert the Great
in the United States even produced an excellent booklet, to help
new superiors understand their role, and how to survive it.

As the servant of the common good, one of the Prior's principal
tasks is to preside over the Chapter and to help the brethren seek
consensus. Above all he has to ensure that all the brethren have a
voice, especially those who are most timid or who hold minority
views. He is there to protect the weak against the strong. "There
are fragile brothers who may suffer much from being crushed,
perhaps involuntarily, by the brethren with strong personalities.
The role of the Prior is to protect them, on the one hand by valuing
their gifts, and on the other by making the strong aware of their
duty not to overwhelm the others." St Catherine wrote to the
rulers of Bologna, that they often let the strong get away with
anything, yet with the weak, "who seem insignificant and whom
they do not fear, they display tremendous enthusiasm for 'justice'
and, showing neither mercy nor compassion, they exact hard
punishments for small faults." Even a superior in a Dominican
community may be tempted to show more zeal in pointing out the
failures of the weak than the strong.

The superior must take time with every brother. It is not enough
to preside at the community meeting. He must be attentive to
every brother, and regularly meet him alone, so that the brother
may share his hopes and fears with freedom, certain of an open
ear. Above all a superior must have care for the dignity of every
brother. If there is one piece of advice that I would give it is this:
Never ever let any brother be humiliated.

One of the most important tasks of the superior is to help the
community define its "community project". The centrality of this
to our common life and mission has been underlined by the last
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three General Chapters of the Order, but in some Provinces it is
neglected. Sometimes this is because it has been misunderstood to
mean that every community must identify a single task to which
all the brethren must be committed, such as a school or a parish.
The first step is for each brother to tell the community about his
life and ministries, to share the joys and disappointments that he
faces. But it must lead us further, to a deep collaboration in each
other's tasks, and the emergence of a common mission. It is a
moment for a community to assess together the apostolic presence
of the Order in a region, and how far it conforms to the priorities
of the Order. I strongly support the recommendation of the
General Chapter of Caleruega (44), that every community hold an
annual day, to assess the ministries of the brethren, and to plan for
the year ahead.

Democracy does not mean that the Prior must bring everything to
the Chapter. We elect brethren to hold particular responsibilities
so that we may be free for the mission. Having elected a brother to
govern, we must leave him free to do so. The Constitutions lay
down when the Prior must consult the community, or when the
Chapter or Council has the power of decision. But the superior
should not use this as an excuse to deny the Community
responsibility for anything that it is of importance for the brethren.
"What touches all must be approved by all". The fundamental
principle was laid down by Humbert of Romans in the thirteenth
century, which is that the Prior ought to consult the community in
all matters of importance, but not bother to do so if the question is
insignificant, and that in intermediate matters prudence would
demand that he consult some of his councillors.

Democratic rule of the Chapter is so central to our life that
sometimes we may be tempted to assume that the Prior is merely
the chair of the Chapter, that his sole role is to guide the debate so
that the brethren may arrive, if possible, at a consensus. But the
Constitutions (LCO 299, 300) also make clear that the Prior has a
role as the guardian of the religious and apostolic life of the
community. For example he is to preach to the brethren regularly.
This does not in any way undermine the democratic principle. It
demonstrates that the local community is a part of the Province,
just as the Province is part of the Order, and so the local
community cannot make decisions which contradict what the
brethren at a Provincial or General Chapter have ruled. It is
precisely in the name of our wider democracy that a local Prior
might find that he cannot accept the will of the majority. If the
brethren were to vote that a sauna bath be installed in every cell,
he would have to refuse his consent!
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3.3. Provincial government

At the General Chapter of Mexico, the Province is described as
being the normal centre of animation of the Order's apostolic
dynamism (N° 208). It is at the Provincial level that much of the
practical planning for the mission of the Order must take place.
Having now visitated some thirty-five entities of the Order, I will
have to struggle to limit what I write. Be grateful that I did not
wait another year before writing this letter! I regret that there has
not been space to write about the relationships of the Vicariates to
the Provinces.

a. Creating new projects

Province needs to establish projects and institutions, which
give body and form to our common mission. Most of us are
drawn to the Order because we wish to be preachers. But
what form does that preaching take? What projects give flesh
and blood to our Dominican charism today?

We may succumb to the profound suspicion of institutions
which is part of contemporary culture, and yet the
foundation of the Order was an act of supreme institutional
creativity. Dominic and his brothers responded to the need
to preach the gospel with extraordinary imagination, the
invention of a new institution, our Order. We need such
creativity. Institutions need not be complex or expensive: a
radio station or an Internet home page, a University or a
musical band, a priory or an art gallery, a book shop or a
team of itinerant preachers. All these are "institutions" which
can sustain new ways of preaching. The incarnation of the
Word of God at new frontiers demands new conceptions.

When we gather in Chapters to plan the missions of our
Provinces, then we must always ask whether the institutions
that we maintain serve the mission of the Order. Do they
give us a voice in the debates of today? St Dominic sent the
friars to the new Universities, because it was there that the
important issues of the time where being argued over. Where
would he send us today?

The planning of the mission requires of us that institutional
creativity, the ability to imagine new projects, new pulpits,
that give the Order a voice and a visibility. At one stage the
young French Dominicans invented a new form of mission,
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"the mission to the beach", which was very popular! An
American brother, charged with a mission to the Protestant
south of the country, transformed a caravan into a mobile
chapel with a pulpit. If we really urgently wish to share the
good news of Jesus Christ, then we will use our imagination
fully.

If we do not have that courage and inventiveness, then either
we will be stuck, waiting in our churches for the people to
come to us, while they are elsewhere, hungry for a word. Or
else we will find ourselves working for other institutions,
founded by other groups, even religious orders, who have
had more daring and imagination than we have.

We need young brethren and new vocations to preach in
ways that we cannot now imagine. When the Province of
Chicago was accepting novices a few years ago, who could
then have guessed that today these same young men would
be preaching on the World Wide Web, and even considering
the foundation of a Virtual Centre of Studies?

b. Planning

"In dreams begin responsibility", said W B Yeats. Provincial
Chapters should be moments when we dare to respond to
the challenges by dreaming of new projects. Often Chapters
take brave and bold decisions, to be more committed to
Justice and Peace, to develop our presence in the Mass
Media, to send brethren on the missions. Thanks be to God!
And yet often four years later nothing much has happened.
There is a prayer for Chapters from the old Dominican
missal, in which the brethren pray for the gift of the Holy
Spirit "that they may seek to discern those things that you
will, and use their strength to accomplish them". Presumably
this prayer was necessary because the brethren then as now
found that it was easier to make decisions than to execute
them. Yet unless we learn both to make decisions and to
implement them, then we will become disillusioned with all
government, and our freedom and responsibility will be
destroyed.

Bringing the Word to flesh in our time, finding new forms of
preaching now, must begin in dreams, but end in hard
practical planning. Good government relies on the virtue of
prudence, a practical wisdom. We must come to an
agreement as to what we can achieve. We cannot do
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everything at once, and so we must determine the order in
which projects will be realised. We must face the
consequences of our choices, even if this means a profound
re-orientation of the mission and life of the Province. We
must decide the process by which a project may be planned,
proposed, evaluated and implemented. If the process does
not work, then we must seek to understand why and how
this may be remedied.

c. Challenges of growth and shrinkage

There are specific moments in the life of an entity of the
Order when careful planning is especially important.

The transition to a full Dominican identity

There are successive moments in the birth of the Order in a
new country. Sometimes, at the beginning, to gain
acceptance and to enter a new culture we may have to accept
apostolates that do not fully express our charism as
preachers and teachers.

All over the Order, in Africa, Latin America, Eastern Europe
and Asia, I have seen the excitement and the difficulty of
making the transition to the next stage of Dominican life. It is
a moment of profound transformation, as the brethren try to
form communities, give up some parishes, adopt new
apostolates, establish centres of formation and study, build
up a body of professors. The flourishing of the Order
depends upon the brethren being able to live through this
time of transition with mutual understanding and support.

For the older brethren, perhaps "the founding fathers", it can
be a painful time, because the aspirations of the young may
feel like a rejection of all that they have done. They have
welcomed young men into the Order who appear to wish to
destroy the work of their lives, and in the name of being
"fully Dominican". For the young it can also be a time of
anxiety, when they may wonder whether they will be able to
fulfil their dreams of a more developed Dominican life.

Such moments of transition need careful planning and
consultation. But this is not a question solely of
administration. We have to both show that we value what
the older brethren have done, and live through this moment
as a time of death and rebirth, walking in the steps of Christ.
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When Bishop Paul Andreotti was giving a retreat to the
brethren in Pakistan, at the time of the birth of the new Vice-
Province, he said to the brothers who had come from abroad,
"Some of you may now decide to return to your own
provinces, but those who choose to stay must be very sure of
their motivations. I believe that Jesus is offering us a way of
dying." If the older brethren can walk this way with joy then
they will give the most profound formation to the young. For
formation, especially for a mendicant itinerant friar, is
always an introduction to dispossession.

Gilbert Márkus OP said at the General Chapter of Caleruega,
"If these young men are coming to the Order to follow Christ,
they themselves must also be given guidance in the art of
dying. They have entrusted themselves to the Order, and
part of the responsibility which we accept when we receive
their profession is the responsibility of teaching them the art.
There is no hope for a young Dominican who cannot realise
during his formation something of how he must lose himself,
die to himself. This is not an excuse for the older men to cling
defensively to their own position or to resist change. They
need instead to lead the young on that sacrificial path, and
that means to travel it with them, to give an example of
generosity."

Shrinkage

Very few Provinces in the Order are dying, though some,
especially in Western Europe, are shrinking. How can such
Provinces remain capable of undertaking new projects and
fresh initiatives?

A Province must ask itself what it really wishes to do. What
is its mission today? What new challenges must it face? What
new forms of preaching can it evolve? To have such a
freedom it may well have to take drastic action. It may be
necessary to close two houses so as to have the freedom to
open one that will offer new possibilities. But it is better to
take firm action so that we may be free, rather than simply to
beat a slow retreat in which we are the passive victims of
circumstances beyond our control. How can we preach the
freedom of the children of God if we have renounced all
freedom ourselves? How can we be messengers of hope if we
have given up all hope of doing something new for God?
Unless we are seen to grasp that freedom, then we will never
attract or retain any vocations.
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d. The Provincial and Council

The Provincial Council is elected to assist the Provincial in
his government of the Province, through offering counsel
and taking decisions. The Councillors may have been elected
because they represent a variety of views or priories or
interests, but they are not members of the Council as the
representatives of any group or ideology. The development
of any faction within the Council would undermine its
service of the Province. Its role is to help the Provincial to
implement the decisions of the Chapter and to seek the
common good. This demands a profound respect for
confidentiality, otherwise the Provincial will not be able to
receive the support that he needs.

In his implementation of the decisions of the Chapter, and
his pursuit of the common good, the Provincial will
sometimes have to take decisions that are painful. I have
already written of the pain sometimes involved in making
assignations (3.1 c). Yet a Province cannot be governed on
the basis of waiting for the brethren to volunteer for
ministries. Asking for volunteers may look like respect for
the brethren's freedom, but, except in very special
circumstances, it is a misinterpretation of the nature of the
freedom with which we have given ourselves to the mission
of the Order. It also undermines the freedom of the Province
effectively to make and implement decisions. Finally, it rests
upon the assumption that the best judge of what a brother is
capable is that brother himself. We may be radically
mistaken. Sometimes a brother may consider himself to be
the true successor of St Thomas whereas he is more of a
dumb ox. More often, brothers underestimate of what they
are capable. I trust my brethren to know what I am best able
to do. It is part of the confidence that knits the Order
together.

A Provincial or the Master of the Order may also have to
cassate an election. This too can be painful. It may look as if
we are undermining the democratic rights of the brethren to
choose their own superior. Yet sometimes this must be done,
precisely because these superiors have themselves been
democratically elected to have care of the common good of
the Province or the Order. It would undermine democracy if
they were to refuse to bear the responsibility for which they
have been elected. There are moments in this process. The
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community votes; the superior must decide whether to
confirm or cassate; the brother elected must accept or refuse;
the superior must decide whether to accept the refusal or to
insist. At each moment we must be allowed to exercise the
responsibility that is properly ours, without interference or
pressure, so that we may discover what is indeed for the
common good.

3.4 The Master of the Order and the General Council

The General government of the Order relates to the other levels of
government in accordance with the same principles suggested in
itinerancy, mutual support, and the pursuit of the wider common
good.

a) Strengthening the brethren

The primary task of the Master of the Order and the General
Council is to support the brethren, and indeed the whole
Dominican Family. Everywhere I go on my travels I meet
brothers and sisters preaching the gospel with wonderful
courage, often in situations of poverty and violence. This is
an inspiration to me and the Council.

The principal way in which the Master of the Order
strengthens the brethren is through visitations, trying to
meet every brother. This is a privilege and a joy. The
programme is so full that there is little time left for anything
else. Between last November and this May, I have been in
Rome for less than four weeks. I was not able, as I had
hoped, to visit the brethren and sisters in the Great Lakes
region of Africa to offer a support that they need. A question
that I shall put to the General Chapter of Bologna is whether
we should not rethink how visitations are done so that the
Master of the Order has the freedom to respond to the needs
of the Order in other ways.

When a Province is going through a profound process of
renewal or facing a time of crisis, then an occasional
visitation is not enough. Increasingly the General Council
sees the need to accompany some Provinces of the Order as
they face difficult challenges. We have to support them so
that they may have the strength and courage to take the hard
decisions necessary for their renewal. The Socius of the
Master for that Province will often have a demanding role,
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accompanying the brethren as they face the challenges of
rebuilding Dominican life and government.

It is rarely necessary for the Master of the Order directly to
intervene in the government of a Province. When he does, it
may be hard for the brethren to bear. It may appear as if their
democratic right for make decisions about their life and
mission has been superseded. Yet any such intervention is
always an attempt to strengthen the brethren, and to help
them to be renewed in their freedom and responsibility. If
government at the Provincial level becomes weak or even
paralysed, then the Master may have to intervene directly so
that the brethren may once again be free to face the future.
This is often the issue when we have to examine the
unification of Provinces.

b) The wider common good

The Master of the Order has to promote the unity of the
Order in its common mission. We see this common mission
most clearly in the establishment of new foundations, in the
renewal of the Order where it is weak, and in the houses
directly under the Master's jurisdiction.

One of the hardest tasks of the Master of the Order is to find
brethren for this common mission. Humbert of Romans
wrote to the Order in the thirteenth century that one of the
main obstacles to the mission of the Order was "the brothers'
love of their native land, the lure of which so often ensnares
them, their nature not yet having been graced, that rather
than leave their own land and relations and forget their own
folk, they wish to live and die among their own family and
friends, not recalling that in similar circumstances the
Saviour did not permit himself to be found even by his own
mother." Some things do not change!

Truthfully, I can say that many brethren, especially the
young, have a deep and growing sense of this common
mission of the Order to which we are called. Some Provinces
are profoundly generous in giving their brethren to the
common mission of the Order. For example, we have found
brethren to help us rebuild the Order in the ex-Soviet Union.
Yet often it is difficult to find the brethren who are needed,
for example, to support the brethren in Rwanda and Burundi
in this time of suffering. We need brethren for the foundation
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of the Order in Western Canada. We need brethren to renew
and sustain our international centres of study.

How are we to deepen our participation in the common
mission of the Order? It asks of us that we grow together in
the grace and truth of the Incarnate Word.

• We are called to the utter gracious generosity of the
Word. This is not just the generosity of a Province
giving a brother who is free, or even asking for
volunteers. Often it is precisely the brethren who are
not free who are needed. It implies the redefinition of
the priorities of the Province in the light of the needs of
our common mission. For example, in Latin America,
we are trying to renew the Order by asking the stronger
Provinces to work closely with Provinces where we are
weaker. We are moving to a sort of partnership,
whereby a Province may be asked to accompany
another entity. We are asking these Provinces to
redefine their mission in the light of the needs of the
Order.

•  It demands of us that we live in truth. First of all the
truth of what it means to be a Dominican brother. We
have made our profession to the Master of the Order for
the Order's mission. Of course the mission of each
Province is an expression of that mission. But
sometimes we must express our deepest identity as
Dominicans by being released for the mission beyond
the boundaries of our Province.

• It asks of us that together we truthfully seek to know
what are our resources for the common mission. This
requires of us great mutual trust. When the Master of
the Order asks a Provincial whether there is a brother
suitable for some task in our common mission, there
may sometimes be an understandable instinct to protect
the Province's interests. We need, if we are to discern
the common good, a deep trust and transparency, so
that we may dialogue about how best to meet the needs
of the Order while respecting the situation of the
Province. In the past it was common for Masters of the
Order simply to assign brethren out of their Provinces,
even against the will of the Provincials. It is still
sometimes necessary to do this, just as a Provincial may
sometimes have to assign a brother from one convent to
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another, despite the superior's resistance. But
ultimately our common mission demands of us trust
and mutual confidence, grace and truth.

3.5 The Incarnation of Dominican government in different cultures

The Word became flesh in a particular culture. Yet the Word
transforms what it touches, the leaven of new life. A new form of
community is born, and the flesh becomes word and communion.

So too Dominican government bears the marks of the time and
place of its birth, a particular moment in European history. We
were born in a time of experimentation with new forms of
democratic institutions, and of intense intellectual ferment. How is
this form of government to become flesh and blood in the Order in
the coming years, when two thirds of all those in formation come
from non-Western cultures? How is it to become incarnate in
Western culture as it is today, with its strengths and weaknesses,
its love of freedom and its temptation to consumerism? Central to
our tradition of government is the pursuit of truth through debate
and dialogue. How are we to sustain Dominican government in a
society in which the very idea of truth is in crisis? The incarnation
of Dominican government in all these cultures is always both a
challenge and a richness. It should witness to a freedom and
responsibility that is deeply evangelical, but these different
cultures may help us to learn what these values truly mean.

For example, African cultures can help us to understand the
nature of debate, and the importance of time and patience in
listening to our brothers; in North America, the immense sense of
respect for the individual can deepen our understanding of
Dominican freedom; in Eastern Europe, the passionate
commitment to the faith can help us to understanding what it
means to give one's life to the Order; in Latin America we can
learn how central to our preaching is a commitment to justice.

Yet it is also true that our Dominican tradition of government
offers a challenge to every culture in which we implant the Order.
It may challenge the power of tribal identity in Africa; it is critical
of the individualism of contemporary America; it will invite the
brethren of Eastern Europe to be freed from the effects of years of
communist rule and grow in mutual trust. In Latin America, the
tradition of the coup d'état does not always help towards a deep
commitment to our elected structures of government.
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Often the challenge will be to understand when a culture is
inviting us to a new insight and when it may deform what is
properly Dominican in our government. Does the respect for the
elders in African society offer us a new insight into the proper
authority of each generation, or is it contrary to our democratic
tradition? Does the practice of some Western Provinces of letting
the brethren have private bank accounts lead to a deeper and truly
Dominican sense of responsibility, or does it lead to a privatisation
of life that destroys our common life?

Answering these questions will take time. General Chapters,
regional meetings of brethren in every continent, and even
visitations by the Master, should be of help to the brethren as we
find our way towards discovering what responsibility and
freedom mean in any particular society. Time, prayer, honest
debate and contact with Dominicans in other cultures will be
necessary if we are to arrive at a true understanding of how
government is to be implemented in each society. It is good that
we take this time, both for the benefit of the Order and also so that
we may build communities which can offer true witnesses to
brotherhood wherever we are.

Conclusion

I have not talked about many matters which are central to government.
For example, I have not discussed government and wealth nor of the
importance of visitations. I have said hardly a word about the
Dominican Family or Regional collaboration. There is a limit to what
can be written in a letter.

In St Catherine's vision, God says, "Dominic allied himself with my
Truth by showing that he did not want the sinner to die, but rather to
be converted and live. He made his ship very spacious, gladsome, and
fragrant, a most delightful garden" in which "the perfect and the not-so-
perfect fare well". Here the grace and truth of the incarnate Word
coincide in mercy. It is this that makes the ship so spacious, a place in
which we, the not-so-perfect, can be at home. This ship may steam
along slowly; it is not always clear in what direction it is moving, and
the crew change roles with an astonishing frequency. But it is a place in
which we may hope to grow into the freedom of Dominic, hesitantly
and with many mistakes, confident in God's mercy and each other's.

fr Timothy Radcliffe OP
Master of the Order

10 May 1997, Feast of St Antoninus OP
Number 353 July-August, 1997

Special Number
A Letter to the Order
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The Promise of Life

"I have come that they may have life, and have it more abundantly."
John 10.10

(98/86) When St Dominic gave the friars the habit, he promised them "the
bread of life and the water of heaven".(1) If we are to be preachers of a word
that gives life, then we must find the "bread of life" in our communities. Do
they help us to flourish, or merely to survive?

Shortly after I joined the Order, the Province was visitated by fr Aniceto
Fernandez, then Master. He asked me only one question, the traditional
question of all visitators: "Are you happy?" I had expected some deeper
question, about preaching the gospel, or the challenges facing the Province.
Now I realise that this is the first question we must put to our brethren: "Are
you happy?" There is a happiness which is properly that of being alive as a
Dominican, and which is the source of our preaching. It is not an endless
cheerfulness, a relentless bonhomie. It entails a capacity for sorrow. It may be
absent for a time, even a long time. It is some small taste of that abundance of
life which we preach, the joy of those who have begun to share God's own
life. We should have the capacity for delight because we are children of the
Kingdom. "Delight is the intrinsic character of the blessed life and the life
which by the gift of the Holy Spirit is on the way to blessedness".(2) When
we sing to Dominic we conclude by praying: Nos junge beatis. Join us to the
blessed. May we share some glimpse of their happiness there now.

If we are to build communities in which there is an abundance of life, then
we must recognise who and what we are and what it means for us to be
alive, as men and women, brothers and sisters, and as preachers.

We are not angels. We are passionate beings, moved by the animal desires
for food and copulation. This is the nature which the Word of life accepted
when he embraced human nature. We can do no less. It is from here that the
journey to holiness begins.

Yet we are created by God in his image, destined for God's friendship. We
are capax Dei, hungry for God. To be alive is to embark on that adventure
which leads us to the Kingdom.

We need communities that will sustain us on the way. The Lord has
promised "I will take out of your flesh the heart of stone and give you a heart
of flesh" (Ezekiel 36.26). We need brothers and sisters who are with us as our
hearts are broken and made tender.
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Every wise person has always known that there is no way to life that does
not take one through the wilderness. The journey from Egypt to the
Promised Land passes through the desert. If we would be happy and truly
alive, then we too must pass that way. We need communities which will
accompany us on that journey, and help us to believe that when the Lord
leads Israel into the wilderness it is so that he "may speak tenderly to her"
(Hosea 2.16). Perhaps so many people have left religious life in the last thirty
years not because it is any harder than before, but because we have
sometimes lost sight of the fact that these dark nights belong to our rebirth as
people who are alive with the joy of the Kingdom. So our communities
should not be places in which we merely survive, but places where we find
food for the journey.

To use a metaphor which I have developed elsewhere,(3) religious
communities are like ecological systems, designed to sustain strange forms of
life. A rare frog will need its own ecosystem if it is to flourish, and make its
hazardous way from spawn to tadpole to frog. If the frog is threatened with
extinction, then one must build an environment, with its food and ponds and
a climate in which it can thrive. Dominican life also requires its own
ecosystem, if we are to live fully, and preach a word of life. It is not enough
to talk about it; we must actively plan and build such Dominican ecosystems.

This is, in the first place, the responsibility of each community. It is for the
brethren and sisters who live together, to create communities in which we
may not just survive but flourish, offering to each other "the bread of life and
the water of heaven". This is the fundamental purpose of the "community
project" proposed by the last three General Chapters. This will only happen if
we dare to talk together about what touches us most deeply as human beings
and as Dominicans. My hope is that this letter to the Order may open up
discussion of some aspects of our Dominican life. I look at the apostolic life,
the affective life and the life of prayer. These are not three parts of each life
(Contemplative life, 7am - 7.30am; Apostolic life, 9am - 5pm; Affective life ?).
They belong to the fullness of any life that is truly human and Dominican.
Nicodemus asks how one can be reborn. This is our question too: how can
we help each other as we face transformation, so as to become apostles of
life?

Not every community will be able to renew itself and attain the ideal
envisaged by our Constitutions and recent General Chapters. A Province will
therefore have to evolve a plan for the gradual renewal of communities in
which the brethren may flourish. It is to these communities alone that young
brethren should be assigned. They will carry the seeds for the future of
Dominican life. Unless a Province plans the building of such communities,
then it dies. A Province with three communities where the brethren flourish
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in their Dominican life has a future, with the grace of God. A Province with
twenty communities where we just survive may well have none.

1. The Apostolic Life

1.1 A life torn open

The Dominican life is in the first place apostolic. This may easily
be understood to mean that a good Dominican is always busy,
engaged in "apostolates". Yet the apostolic life is not what we do
so much as what we are, those who are called to "live the life of
the apostles in the form conceived by St Dominic".(4) When Diego
met the Cistercian delegates sent to preach to the Albigensians he
told them: "go humbly, following the example of our loving
Master, teaching and acting, travelling on foot without silver and
gold, imitating the life of the apostles in everything".(5) To be an
apostle is to have a life, not a job.

And the first characteristic of this apostolic life is that it is a
sharing of the life of the Lord. The apostles are those who
accompanied him "during all the time that Lord Jesus went in and
out among us" (Acts 1.21). They were called by him, walked with
him, listened to him, rested and prayed with him, argued with
him, and were sent out by him. They shared the life of the one
who is Emmanuel, "God with us". The culmination of that life was
the sharing of the Last Supper, the sacrament of the bread of life.
Though one left early because he had too much to do.

The apostolic life is therefore for us more than the various
apostolates that we do. It is a way of life. Yves Congar OP wrote of
preaching that it is a "vocation that is the substance of my life and
being".(6) If the demands of the apostolate mean that we have no
time to pray and eat with our brothers, to share their lives, then
however busy we may be, we will not be apostles in the full sense
of the word. Meister Eckhart wrote: "People should not worry so
much about what they should do; rather about what they should
be. If we and our ways are good, then what we do will be
radiant."(7) Dominic was a preacher with all his being.

But this apostolic life necessarily tears us apart. This is its pain and
the source of its fertility. For the Word of God, whose life the
apostles share, reaches out to all that is farthest from God and
embraces it. According to Eckhart, the Word remains one with the
Father while boiling over into the world. Nothing human is alien
to him. The life of God is stretched open to find a space for all that
we are; he becomes like us in all things but sin. He takes upon
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himself our doubts and fears; he enters into our experience of
absurdity, that wilderness in which all meaning is lost.

So for us to live the apostolic life fully is to find that we too are
torn open, stretched out. To be a preacher is not just to tell people
about God. It is to bear within our lives that distance between the
life of God and that which is furthest away, alienated and hurt.
We have a word of hope only if we glimpse from within the pain
and despair of those to whom we preach. We have no word of
compassion unless somehow we know their failures and
temptations as our own. We have no word which offers meaning
to people's lives, unless we have been touched by their doubts,
and glimpsed the abyss. I think of some of my French brethren,
who after a day of teaching theology and doing research, take to
the pavements at night, to meet the prostitutes, to hear their woes
and sufferings, and to offer them a word of hope. No wonder that,
from the beginning, we Dominicans have a bad reputation! It is a
risk of the vocation. Jordan of Rivalto, in the fourteenth century,
tells people not to be too hard on the friars if they are bit "grubby".
It is part of our vocation: "being here among the people, seeing the
things of the world, it is impossible for them not to get a bit dirty.
They are men of flesh and blood like you, and in the freshness of
youth; it is a wonder that they are as clean as they are . This is no
place for monks!"(8)

So the apostolic life does not offer us a balanced and healthy
"lifestyle", with good career prospects. For it unbalances us, tips us
into that which is most other. If we share the life of the Word of
God in this way, then we are hollowed out, opened up, so that
there is the space and the silence for a new word to be born, as if
for the first time. We are people of faith who reach out to open our
hearts to those who do not believe. Sometimes we ourselves will
be unsure of what it all means. We are like the apostles, who were
summoned by Christ, and who walked to Jerusalem with him,
knowing that he alone had the words of eternal life. And yet they
argued as to who was the greatest, and often had no idea where
they were going.

So the apostolic life invites us to live a tension. We have promised
to build our lives with our Dominican brothers and sisters. "For us
henceforth to be human, to be ourselves is to be one of the
preaching brethren, we have no other life-story."(9) Here is our
home and we can have no other. But the impetus of the apostolic
life propels us into different worlds. It has taken many of our
brothers into the industrial world, to the world of factories and
trade unions. It takes others into universities. It takes us into the
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cyberworld of Internet. A new project of the French Dominicans,
Jubilatio, carries us into the world of the young. A project in Benin
takes us into the world of ecological farming. We are present in
the worlds of Islam and Judaism. This tension may tear us open,
so that the only life we have is not built or planned by us, but
received as a daily gift, "bread of life" that Dominic promised.

1.2 Work in contemporary society

In our contemporary society, this tension can easily become a
simple division. We can become people with two lives, our lives as
Dominicans in our communities and the lives we live in our
apostolates. This is because of the way that work is perceived
today. If this happens then the beautiful, painful, fertile tension at
the heart of the apostolic life is broken, and we may become
simply people with jobs who happen to go back to religious hotels
at night. Let us see why this is a particular challenge we must face
today.

a) The fragmentation of our lives

Contemporary western society fragments life. The weekday
is separated from the weekend, work from leisure, the
working life from retirement, at least for those lucky enough
to have a job. You can be a history teacher in the day and a
parent at night and a Christian on Sunday. This
fragmentation can make it hard for us to live unified and
whole lives. Dominicans preach in an almost infinite variety
of ways. We are parish priests and professors, social workers
and hospital chaplains, poets and painters. How do we live
these apostolates as friars, members of our communities,
vowed brethren and sisters? I remember being very moved
talking to a young Dominican journalist who shared with me
the difficulties of living in the world of the media. In the day
he lived in one world, with its moral assumptions, its
"lifestyle". At night he came back to his religious community.
How was he to be one person, friar and journalist? When we
come back to the community at night, then like everyone else
in society we will want to shut off the burdens of the day.
What we do at work is "another life".

b) The professionalisation of work

Increasingly work is professionalised. For the preaching of
the gospel we will often become qualified professionals. One
can even get a diploma in preaching or a doctorate in
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pastoral studies. None of those whom Jesus called had
graduated in "apostleship"! There is nothing wrong with this
professionalisation. We must be as qualified and professional
as those with whom we work. Yet we must be aware of the
seductions of becoming a "professional". It grants status and
position. It locates us in a stratified society. It gives identity
and invites us to a way of life. We may bring in a salary to
the community. How is this doctor, professor, pastor, to be a
mendicant, an itinerant friar or sister? Does our profession
confine us to a narrow path, with only the prospect of
promotion? Does it leave us free for the unexpected demands
of our brethren and of God?

c) The work ethic

Finally, in western society, the work ethic has triumphed. It
is what justifies our existence. Salvation not by works but by
work. The unemployed are excluded from the Kingdom.
Whatever we may preach, surely the hectic activism one so
often encounters in the Order may suggest that sometimes
we too believe that we can save ourselves by what we do.
We praise Dominic as Praedicator Gratiae, "preacher of
grace", but though we may preach that salvation is a gift, is
that how we live? Do we live as those for whom life, and the
fullness of life, is a gift? Is that how we regard our brethren?
Do we compete to show how busy and therefore important
we are?

1.3 The wilderness of meaninglessness

So to be a preacher is to have one's life prized open. We have
somehow to share in the Exodus of the Word of God, who comes
forth from the Father to embrace all that is human. Sometimes this
Exodus may carry us into the wilderness, with no apparent way
through to the Promised Land. We may be like Job who sits upon
the dung heap and proclaims that his Redeemer lives. Only
sometimes we merely sit upon the dung heap. If we let ourselves
be touched by the doubts and beliefs of our contemporaries, then
we may find ourselves in a desert in which the gospel makes no
sense anymore. "He has walled up my path."(Job 19.8).

The fundamental crisis of our society is perhaps that of meaning.
The violence, corruption and drug addiction are symptoms of a
deeper malady, which is the hunger for some meaning to our
human existence. To make us preachers God may lead us into that
wilderness. There our old certainties will collapse, and the God
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whom we have known and loved will disappear. Then we may
have to share the dark night of Gethsemane, when all seems
absurd and senseless, and the Father appears to be absent. And
yet it is only if we let ourselves be led there, where nothing makes
any sense any more, that we may hear the word of grace which
God offers for our time. "Grace shows itself where we break
through despair into the affirmation of praise."(10)

Faced with void, we may be tempted to fill it, with half believed
platitudes, with substitutes for the living God. The
fundamentalism which we so often see in the Church today is
perhaps the frightened reaction of those who stood on the edge of
that desert, but did not dare to endure it. The desert is a place of
terrifying silence, which we may try to drown by banging out old
formulas with a terrible sincerity. But the Lord leads us into the
wilderness to show us his glory. Therefore, says Meister Eckhart,
"Stand firm, and do not waver from your emptiness".(11)

1.4 Communities of apostolic life

How can our communities sustain us in this apostolic life? How
can we support each other when a brother or sister finds
themselves in that wilderness, when nothing at all makes any
more sense? .

a) The apostle is the one who is sent. The apostles did not apply
for the job! We give our lives to the Order so that we may be
sent out on its mission. In most Dominican communities
there is the regular rhythm of going out in the morning and
coming back at night. But we are not just going out to work,
like a professional leaving his house. It is the community that
sends us. And "on their return the apostles told him what
they had done" (Luke 9.10). Do we listen to what our
brethren have done in the day when they come home in the
evening? Do we give them the chance to share the challenges
that they meet in their apostolates? We are out there, in the
parish or the classroom, for them, on their behalf,
representing them. The community is present here in this
brother or sister.

How can the prayers that we share together, morning and
evening, be not just the common fulfilment of an obligation
but part of the rhythm of the community that sends out and
receives back its members? Do we pray for and with our
brothers in their apostolates? If not, then how can our
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community be said to be apostolic? It may become just a
hostel.

The General Chapter of Caleruega has given excellent and
clear suggestions as to how communities may plan and
evaluate the common mission of the community, so that the
brethren grow in a real sense of collaboration. I strongly urge
all communities to fulfil these recommendations (No. 44).

b) In our communities we should be able to share both our faith
and our doubts. For most of us, especially many who are
joining the Order today, it is not enough just to recite the
psalms together. We need to share the faith that brought us
to the Order and which sustains us now. This is the
foundation of our fraternity. Perhaps we can only do this
tentatively, shyly, but even so we may offer our brothers and
sisters "the bread of life and the water of heaven". General
Chapters frequently recommend that there be preaching at
every public liturgy. This is not only because we are the
Order of Preachers, but also that we may share with each
other our faith.

We must also be able to share our doubts. It is above all
when a brother enters that wilderness, when nothing makes
sense any more, that we must let him speak. We must respect
his struggle and never crush him. If a brother dares to share
these moments of darkness and incomprehension, and we
dare to listen to him, then it may be the greatest gift that he
could ever give. The Lord may lead a brother into the dark
night of Gethsemane. Will we go to sleep while he struggles?
Nothing binds a community more closely together than a
faith that we struggled to attain together. This may be in a
theological faculty or a poor barrio of Latin America. In
wrestling together to make sense of who we are and to what
we are called in the light of the gospel, then we shall surely
be astonished by the God who is always new and
unexpected. We may even be surprised to encounter and
discover each other, as if for the first time.

2. The Affective Life

2.1 In this is love

"In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and
sent his Son to be the expiation of our sins. Beloved, if God so
loved us, we also ought to love one another."

(1 Jn 4.10f)
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Because the preaching of the gospel is seen as an exercise of All
apostolic life is a sharing in that redemptive love of God for
humanity. If it is not, then our preaching will be at best a job, and
at worst an exercise in manipulation of others, the propagation of
an ideology. Perhaps in some countries the churches are empty
control rather than the expression of God's boundless love. So to
become alive, abundantly alive as preachers, means discovering
how to love well. "My vocation is Love."(12).

But one could put it the other way around. For us Dominicans,
learning how to love is inseparable from being caught up in the
mystery of God's redemption of humanity. This is our school of
love. Today religious formators all over the world are beginning
to face the question of "affectivity", a word I dislike. How can we
form those who join the Order so that they may love well and
fully, as chaste religious? Most of us had little or no formation in
facing our emotions, our sexuality, our hunger to love and be
loved. I do not remember ever receiving any formation in this
area. It seemed to be assumed, or perhaps hoped nervously, that a
good run and a cold shower would solve the "problem". Alas, I
cannot run and I dislike cold showers!

In this letter I will not discuss issues relating specifically to
formation and affectivity, since I hope there will be a letter to the
Order on the topic of formation soon. I will just say this: it is not
enough to hope that all will be well if we recruit well-balanced
young men and women, free of obvious emotional disorders.
Would well balanced people lay down their lives for their friends?
Would they leave the ninety nine sheep and go and look for the
one that is lost? Would they eat and drink with prostitutes and
sinners? I fear that they may be too sensible. Commenting on St
John's gospel, Augustine wrote "Show me a lover, and he feels
what I am saying".(13) It is only those who are capable of love
who can possibly understand the passion of the apostolic life.
Unless we let ourselves be caught on the wave of that immense
love, then all our attempts to be chaste may end up in being
exercises in control. We may succeed, but at the risk of great
damage to ourselves. We may fail, at the risk of terrible damage to
others. So unless our apostolic impulse and our capacity for love
are deeply integrated, then they become a matter of either
controlling others or myself. But Jesus let go control of his life, and
placed it in our hands.

2.2 "Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for
his friends."

(Jn 15.13)
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Loving humanity may be very admirable but it may seem like a
pale and abstract substitute for that deep and personal love for
which we sometimes hunger. Is it really enough? And we may feel
this all the more in contemporary society in which the dominant
model of love is the passionate sexual love of a man and woman.
When we feel this urgency, then can we be satisfied with loving
humanity?

That passionate, spousal love is indeed a deep human need, and I
shall say something about it later. It may also be an image of our
relationship with God, for example in the medieval commentaries
on the Song of Songs. But there is another complementary
tradition which is perhaps more typically Dominican. It is at the
heart of John's gospel. "Greater love has no one than this, that he
lays down his life for his friends." So this is what the mystery of
love looks like, someone giving away their life for their friends.
Here we see a love that is profoundly passionate, in Jesus'
relationship with the disciples, with the prostitutes and publicans,
the sick and the lepers, and even the Pharisees. It is a passion
whose consummation is the passion that leads to Golgotha. Is not
this as passionate as any love affair?

Our society may find our way of loving incomprehensible, since
we have apparently rejected the typical experience of love, the
sexual union with one other person. We may feel that sometimes
ourselves, that we have missed out on "the big experience", and
that we have not lived. But St Thomas Aquinas taught that at the
heart of the life of the God who is love is friendship, the
unutterable friendship of the Father and the Son, which is the
Spirit. For us to live, to become unutterably alive, is to find our
home in that friendship and to be transformed by it. It will
overspill into all that we do and are. As Don Goergen OP wrote,
"Celibacy does not witness to anything. But celibates do".(14) We
witness to the Kingdom if we are seen to be people whose chastity
liberates us for life.

Our communities should be schools of friendship. When he was
dying St Hyacinth repeated the words of St Dominic to the
brethren, "Have goodness and gentleness (dulcedo) of heart. Keep
love of God and fraternal charity."(15) Are we always sufficiently
good and gentle-hearted towards each other? In religious life there
has often been a fear of friendship, but perhaps this has not been
so present in the Dominican tradition. From the beginning there
have been profound and loving friendships, of Dominic for his
brethren and sisters; of Jordan of Saxony for his beloved Diana
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and for Henry; of Catherine of Siena and Raymond of Capua. I
remember an old Dominican saying in Chapter when I was young,
"I have nothing against particular friendships; it's particular
enmities to which I object!". This friendship is never exclusive, but
profoundly transformative, painfully and slowly liberating us
from all that is dominative or possessive, all that is patronising or
contemptuous. If it is a sharing in the life of the Trinity, then it will
be a love that lifts the other to equality and sets them free. As Bede
Jarrett, the English provincial, wrote in 1932, "Oh dear friendship,
what a gift of God it is. Speak no ill of it. Rather praise its Maker
and Model, the Blessed Three-in-one."(16) If it is truly a friendship
which is of God, then it will propel us out into the mission of
preaching the good news.

The culmination of our loving will be a dispossession. Those
whom we love we must let go; we must let them be. Does my love
for another give them freedom to make their own lives and leave
me free for the mission of the Order? Does my love for this
woman, for example, help her to grow in her love for her husband,
or am I tying her life to mine, and making her dependent? This
painful but liberating dispossession invites us to become
peripheral to the lives of those whom we love. We should find
that we disappear from the centre of their lives, so that they may
forget us and be free, free for someone else, free for God. This is
the hardest thing of all, but I firmly believe that it can give us
more joy than we can ever say or imagine. It is when our sides are
opened up, so that living water may flow out.

One of the beautiful examples within our Dominican tradition is
surely that of the love between Blessed Jordan of Saxony,
Dominic's successor as Master of the Order, and the Dominican
nun, Blessed Diana d'Andalò. Clearly they loved each other
deeply. How many Masters of the Order have written with such
openness to a woman? "Am I not yours, am I not with you: yours
in labour, yours in rest; yours when I am with you, yours when I
am far away?"(17) And it is clear that she taught him much about
how to love. But in his letters Jordan is always giving her away to
the Lord. He is the Bridegroom's friend, whose role is to bring the
bride to the bridegroom:

"Think on him." "What is lacking to you because I cannot be with
you, make up for in the company of a better friend, your
Bridegroom Jesus Christ whom you have more constantly with
you in spirit and in truth, and who speaks to you more sweetly
and to better purpose than Jordan."(18)
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We even have to be dispossessed, in a sense, of our own families.
We will rightly love them and delight in their love for us, but once
we make our profession in the Order we should be free to go
where the mission of the Order needs us, even if it is far from the
homes of our family. That is part of our poverty. Now our first
belonging is to the Order and the preaching of the gospel.

2.3 Sex, Bodies and Desire

a) An unattainable ideal?

This is a beautiful ideal, but it may seem remote and
unattainable. As we struggle with sexual desire, with
fantasies and possessiveness, then this selfless friendship
may seem beyond our reach. The media assures us every day
that this ideal is "unrealistic". But God does not transform
humanity by inviting us to labour up to heaven. The divine
life comes to where we are, flesh and blood. Jesus summons
Zacchaeus to come down from the tree and join him on the
ground. The Word becomes bodily, takes upon himself our
desires, our passion, our sexuality. If we would meet the
Lord and be healed, then we too must become incarnate, in
the bodies that we are, with all our passions, with our hurts
and hungers.

We start from who and what we are. When we are clothed in
the Habit, we bring to the Order this person, who is the fruit
of a history, and carries its wounds. This is the person whom
the Lord has called, and not some ideal human being. We
come with the scars of past experience, perhaps with the
unhealed memories of failures in love, of abuse, of sex. Our
families have taught us to love; they may also have inflicted
wounds on us that will take time to heal. To grow in this
Christlike love takes time, and this time is given. It is a gift,
and God always gives his gifts through time. He took
centuries to form his people, preparing the way for the birth
of his Son. God gives us life patiently, not in an instant. If we
accept his gifts, we must accept the way God gives, "not as
the world gives do I give unto you" (Jn 14.27). Accepting this
gift of time is perhaps especially important in our society, in
which adolescence is prolonged, and it is only late that most
of us arrive at maturity. We must start with our desires, our
hungers, our bodies. We are neither angels nor beasts, but
flesh and blood and spirit, destined for the Kingdom. But, as
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Pascal said, if we make the mistake of thinking that we are
angels, then we will become beasts.

b) Desire

"I will take out of your flesh the heart of stone and give you a
heart of flesh" (Ezekiel 36.26). If our hearts are to become
flesh then we must let our desires be transformed.

What are the desires that shape our heart, and which we hide
from others and perhaps even from ourselves? "None of us is
so self-transparent as to know quite where, in fact, our hearts
are set."(19) Until we look squarely at our desires in the face
and learn to desire well, then we shall be subject to their
control and so their prisoner. This is especially hard in a
society which is dedicated to the cultivation of desire. Our
society is dying not of famine but of an excess of desire.
Every advertisement encourages us to desire more,
endlessly, infinitely. The world is being consumed by a
voracious, unmeasured desire, that may consume us all.
Unrestrained sexual desire is merely one symptom of how
we are taught to see the world, as there to be taken and
consumed.

In the first place, that love which is friendship invites us to
see the other without seeking to possess them. We delight in
them without seeking ownership. It is hard to attain this
liberty of heart if we remain captivated by the culture of the
market, in which everything is there to be acquired and used,
even other people. Thus true friendship asks of us that we
break with the dominant culture of our time. We have to
learn to see aright, with clarity, with eyes that do not devour
each other and the world. St Thomas wrote "ubi amor, ibi
oculus". "Where love is, there is the eye."(20) He says that
when we lust we see the other as the lion sees the stag, as a
meal to be devoured. Love is therefore inseparable from a
true poverty of heart. As William Blake asked, "Can that be
Love that drinks another as a sponge drinks water?"(21)

So the healing of desire implies a different way of being in
the world, true poverty. And what sort of sign would
chastity be if we remain just as acquisitive in other ways? As
Don Goergen OP wrote, "If I partake of consumer society,
defend capitalism, tolerate machismo, believe that Western
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society is superior to others, and am sexually abstinent, I am
simply witnessing to that for which we stand: capitalism,
sexism, Western arrogance, and sexual abstinence. The latter
is hardly deeply meaningful and understandably
questioned."(22)

We also need to see sexuality clearly and free ourselves from
the sexual myth ology of contemporary society. We have to
demythologise sex. On the one hand a sexual relationship is
usually seen as the culmination of all our hungers for
communion and the only escape from loneliness. It has been
called the last remaining sacrament of transcendence, the
only sign that we exist for another, or even that we exist at
all. To be without a sexual relationship is therefore to be half
dead. On the other hand, sexuality is trivialised. An English
madam recently declared that sex is of no more importance
than having a cup of tea. It is this combination of the
deification of sexuality and its trivialisation that makes
celibacy so hard to bear. We are both told that we must have
it, and that it is ours to have without a moment's thought.
The re-education of our human hearts demands that we see
sexuality clearly. It is indeed a beautiful sacrament of
communion with another, the gift of oneself, and so it can
never be trivialised. Yet there are other ways in which we
may love fully and completely and so its absence does not
condemn us to isolation and loneliness.

Finally, faced with the insatiable desires of the market place,
we are invited not to repression, but to hunger for more. We
are passionate people, and to kill all passion would be to
stunt and wither our humanity. It would make us preachers
of death. Instead we must be liberated into deeper desires,
for the boundless goodness of God. As Oshida, the Japanese
Dominican, says, we beg God to make himself irresistible.
Our desires may go astray not because we ask for too much,
but because we have settled for too little, for tiny
satisfactions. "The ideal is for us not to control our appetites
at all, but to allow them full rein in the wake of an
uncontrolled appetite for God."(23) The advertisements that
line our roads invite us to struggle against each other, to
trample upon each other in the competition to fulfil our
endless desires; our God offers the satisfaction of infinite
desire freely and as a gift. Let us desire more deeply.

This transformation of desire will surely imply some
asceticism. This is a conclusion which I have long resisted!
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Dominic surely arrived at his freedom, his spontaneity, his
light-heartedness partly because he was a temperate man,
who ate and drank little. He feasted with his brethren but he
also fasted. There is an asceticism which is not a Manichean
rejection of God's world, but teaches us a proper pleasure in
it. "It is about giving up not desire itself - which would be
inhuman - but its violence. It is about dying to the violence of
pleasure, to its omnipotence." (24) Temperance measures our
appetites against the real needs of our body, and so rescues
us from the delusions of fantasy and the tyranny of desire.

c) Bodies

I cannot have a mature relationship to my sexuality until I
learn to accept and even delight in human bodies, my own
and other people's. This is the body that I have, and that I
am, getting older, fatter, losing my hair, evidently mortal. I
must be at ease with other people's bodies, the beautiful and
the ugly, the sick and the healthy, the old and young, male
and female. St Dominic founded the Order to rescue people
from the tragedy of a dualistic religion, which condemned
this created world as evil. Central to our tradition from the
beginning is an appreciation of corporeality. It is here that
God comes to meet and redeem us, becoming a human being
of flesh and blood like us. The central sacrament of our faith
is the sharing of his body; our final hope is the resurrection
of the body. The vow of chastity is not a refuge from our
bodily existence. If God has become flesh and blood, then we
can dare to do so as well.

We discover what it means for us to be bodily in that climax
of Jesus' life, when he gives his body to us: "This is my body,
given for you". Here we see that the body is not just a lump
of flesh, a bag of muscles, blood and fat. The Eucharist shows
us the vocation of our human bodies: to become gifts to each
other, the possibility of communion.

The immense pain of celibacy is that we renounce a moment
of intense bodiliness, when bodies are given to each other,
without reserve. Here the body is seen in its profound
identity not as a lump of flesh but as the sacrament of
presence. This sexual act expresses, makes flesh and blood,
our deep desire to share our lives. That is why it is a
sacrament of Christ's unity with the Church. We religious
too, in our corporeality, can make Christ present in our way.
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The preacher brings the Word to expression, not just in his or
her words, but in all that we are. God's compassion seeks to
become flesh and blood is us, in our tenderness, even in our
faces.

In the Old Testament, we often find the prayer that God's
face may shine upon us. This prayer was finally answered in
the form of a human face, Christ's face. He looks at the rich
young man, loves him and asks him to follow him; he looks
at Peter in the courtyard after his betrayal; he looks at Mary
Magdalene in the garden and calls her by her name. As
preachers, flesh and blood, we can give body to that
compassionate look of God. Our bodiliness is not excluded
from our vocation. "And the man who is both a preacher and
a brother can learn, painfully and probably with very uneven
progress, what it means to be a face for God precisely in
having a human face, a face that can smile and laugh and
weep and look bored ... It is in all our uniqueness and
individuality, which is eternally valid and desired by God,
that we are also the revelation, the manifestation, the
expression of him who is the One Word coming forth from
all eternity from the silence of God."(25)

True purity of heart is not about being freed from
contamination by this world. It is more about being fully
present in what we do and are, having a face and a body that
expresses ourselves, beyond deceit and duplicity. The pure
in heart are not concealed behind their faces, watching
warily. Their faces are transparent, unprotected, with the
nakedness and vulnerability of Christ. They have his
freedom and spontaneity. "Only he who has a pure heart can
laugh in a freedom that creates freedom in others."(26)

d) Generativity

Perhaps more than anything else, I have missed not having
children. And if I, as a man, feel this, then what can it mean
for a woman not to have given birth? This is a fundamental
desire we must recognise. Yet if our apostolic life is caught
up in the fertile love of God for humanity, then we will be
fruitful. Meister Eckhart says that God's love in us is green
and fertile. God is in us as "ever verdant and flowering in all
the joy and the glory that he is in himself."(27) "God's chief
aim is giving birth. He is never content until he begets his
Son in us. And the soul too is in no way content until the Son
is born in her."(28)
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It belongs to our love of the brethren and sisters that we help
each other to be fruitful. The apostolic life is not just a matter
of endless work. If our apostolates are alive with the
abundance of God´s own life, then we shall share in his
creativity.

But to be a parent is to live through the joy and pain of
letting your children go. The consummation of being a
parent is to give one's children their freedom, and let them
build lives which are different from what we hoped for them.
We too must let go what we bring to birth. We know that we
have really been fruitful when projects that we have
initiated, and to which we have given our lives, take off in
new directions, and are in the hands of others. That is hard,
but the generosity of parents is to give their children
freedom.

2.4 How may we sustain one another?

If we let the love that is God touch us, then we shall slowly
become alive. It may seem safer to remain dead, invulnerable,
untouchable. But is this so? "Nature abhors a vacuum. Terrible
things can happen to a man with an empty heart. In the last resort
it is better to run the risk of an occasional scandal than to have a
monastery - a choir, a refectory, a recreation room - full of dead
men. Our Lord did not say 'I am come that they may have safety
and have it more abundantly'. Some of us would indeed give
anything to feel safe, about our life in this world, as in the next,
but we cannot have it both ways: safety or life, we must
choose."(29) If we choose life, then we shall need communities
which support us as we come alive, which help us to grow in a
love which is truly holy, a sharing in the pouring forth of God's
Word.

a) Communities of hope

Above all we should offer each other hope and mercy. Often
we are drawn to the Order because we admire the brethren.
We hope that we will become like them. Soon we will
discover that they are in fact just like us, fragile, sinful and
selfish. This can be a moment of profound disillusionment. I
remember a novice complaining of this sad discovery. The
novice master replied to him, "I am delighted to hear that
you no longer admire us. Now there is a chance that you
might come to love us." The redemptive mystery of God's
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love is to be seen not in a community of spiritual heroes, but
of brothers or sisters, who encourage each other on the
journey to the Kingdom with hope and mercy. The risen
Lord appears in the midst of a community of timid and weak
men. If we wish to meet him we must dare to be there with
them. Jordan of Saxony wrote to the brethren of Paris, who
were clearly just like us: "It cannot be that Jesus will appear
to those who cut themselves off from the unity of the
brotherhood: Thomas, for not being with the other disciples
when Jesus came, was denied sight of him: and will you
think yourself more holy than Thomas?"(30)

Above all we will need our communities if we fail in love.
We may fail because we enter a time of sterility when we feel
ourselves to be incapable of any love, when our hearts of
flesh have been replaced by hearts of stone. Then we will
need them to believe for us that:

"Hidden within the deepest
self - no matter how

treacherous one has been
or how corruptible - hidden

within the deepest self
the seed of love remains (31).

Our communities must be places in which there is no
accusation, "for the accuser of our brethren has been thrown
down" (Rev. 12.10). We may sin and feel that we have
destroyed our vocation, and that we must leave the Order in
shame. Then our brothers and sisters may have to believe for
us in God's mercy when we may find it hard to believe
ourselves. If God can make the dead tree of Golgotha flower,
then he can bring fruit out of my sins. We may need our
brothers to believe, when we cannot, that some failure is not
the end, but that God in his infinite fertility can make it part
of our journey to holiness. Even our sins can be part of our
fumbling attempts to love. All those years of Augustine's
sexual adventures were perhaps part of his searching for the
one who was most beloved, and that chastity was not the
cessation but the consummation of his desire.

b) Community and sexual orientation

It is here that cultural differences can be seen most clearly.
Great delicacy is needed if we are to avoid either
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scandalising or wounding our brothers and sisters. In some
cultures, the admission of people of homosexual orientation
to religious life is virtually unthinkable. In others it is
accepted without question. Anything that is written about
this topic is likely to be scrutinised to see whether one is "in
favour" or "against" homosexuality. This is the wrong
question. It is not for us to tell God whom he may or may not
call to religious life. The General Chapter of Caleruega
affirmed that the same demands of chastity apply to all
brethren of whatever sexual orientation, and so no one can
be excluded on this ground. There was much debate at
Caleruega over this question, and I am sure that it will
continue.

How can our communities support and sustain brethren as
they confront the question of their sexual orientation? First
we must recognise that it touches deeply our own sense of
who we are. This is therefore a sensitive and important
question for many young people who join the Order, for two
reasons. First of all there is often a profound hunger for
identity. For many young people the overriding question is:
"Who am I?" Secondly, because of the prolonged adolescence
which characterises many cultures today, the question of
sexual orientation is often not resolved until late. Sometimes
we receive requests from brethren for dispensation because
only late in life have they realised that they are
fundamentally heterosexual and so able to marry.

If a brother comes to believe that he is homosexual, then it is
important that he knows that he is accepted and loved as he
is. He may live in terror of rejection and accusation. But this
acceptance is bread for the journey as he moves to discover a
deeper identity, as a child of God. For none of us,
heterosexual or homosexual, can find our deepest identities
in our sexual orientation. Who we are most deeply, we must
discover in Christ. "Beloved we are God's children now; it
does not appear what we shall be, but we know that when he
appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is." (1
Jn 3.2) By our vows we commit ourselves to follow Christ,
and to discover our identity in him. It belongs to our poverty
that we are carried beyond these small identities. "At the root
of all other possessiveness is the ultimately possessive desire
to be a self: the desire that there should be at my centre not
that unnameable abyss into which as into a vacuum, the
nameless God is inevitably drawn, but an identity I can own,
an identity which is defined by my ownership of it."(32) Any
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brother who makes his sexual orientation central to his
public identity would be mistaking who he most deeply is.
He would be stopping on the roadside when he is called to
walk to Jerusalem. What is fundamental is that we can love
and so are children of God, not to whom we are sexually
attracted. But it does not only concern an individual's
personal sense of identity. We have an identity as each
other's brothers and sisters. We are responsible for the
consequences for our brethren of how we present ourselves,
especially in an area as sensitive as that of sexual orientation.

So, every brother should be accepted as he is. But the
emergence of any subgroups within a community, based on
sexual orientation, would be highly divisive. It can threaten
the unity of the community; it can make it harder for the
brethren to practise the chastity which we have vowed. It can
put pressure on brethren to think of themselves in a way that
is not central to their vocation as preachers of the Kingdom,
and which perhaps they may eventually discover to be
untrue.

c) Falling in love

However much we present friendship as a supreme
revelation of that love which is the life of God, yet we may
fall in love, and this may be one of the most significant
experiences of our lives. One of the first public questions that
I was ever asked after my election as Master, at a meeting of
a great crowd of Filipino Dominican students, was:
"Timothy, have you ever fallen in love?" And the second
question was: "Was this before or after you joined the
Order?" If this happens, then we will indeed need the
support and love of our communities.

For a brother or sister who has professed their lives to the
Order, to fall in love is almost certainly a moment of crisis.
But as fr Jean-Jacques Pérennès often reminds us in the
General Council, a crisis is a moment of opportunity. It can
be fruitful. Any experience of love can be an encounter with
the God who is love. Falling in love can be the moment when
our egocentrism is torn open, and we discover that we are
not the centre of the world. It can demolish, at least for a
time, that self-preoccupation that kills us. Falling in love is
"for many people the most extraordinary and revealing
experience of their lives, whereby the centre of significance is
suddenly ripped out of the self, and the dreamy ego is
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shocked into an awareness of an entirely separate
reality".(33)

Once we have gone through this profound "unselfing", then
we cannot just go on living as if nothing had happened. We
cannot pretend that we have never met this person, and that
we can return to our old life as if nothing had happened.
And this may be one reason why if a brother falls in love he
may ask for a dispensation from his vows, for that old life to
which he pledged himself is over.

When Thomas Merton, an American Cistercian, was at the
height of his fame as a spiritual writer, he fell utterly in love
with a nurse who had cared for him in hospital. He wrote in
his diary that he was "tormented by the gradual realisation
that we were in love and I did not know how I would live
without her".(34) As Othello says faced with the loss of his
beloved Desdemona, she is "where I have garner'd up my
heart, where I must live or bear no life, the fountain from
which my current runs, or else dries up".

Then we cannot imagine a life apart from the person we love
and so we have to pray for the gift of a life that indeed we
cannot imagine, a life which can only come as a gift from
God. On the cross, Jesus awaits no imaginable life, only the
inconceivable and abundant life which the Father will give
him. Then we cannot make a life. It must be given.

It is so very hard to let ourselves go into the hands of the
Father at this moment, trusting that this death will give way
to resurrection. We will need our friends and brothers and
sisters as never before, who may have to believe for us when
we cannot, that in this desert we may meet the Lord of life.
Possibly we have never before felt so alive, so vital. We may
feel that this love is what we have been looking for all our
lives. How can we take the risk of losing it? We may become
dried up, bad tempered and frustrated! At this moment we
have to trust that if we remain faithful to our vows then God
will be faithful too. We will receive life abundantly. Merton's
biographer says that finally Merton's experience of falling in
love gave him "an inner liberation, which gave him a new
sense of sureness, uncautiousness, defencelessness in his
vocation and in the depths of himself".(35)

It may seem as if I am suggesting that such an experience is
almost a necessary step on the road of our spiritual
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development. This is not what I am saying at all. "Greater
love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his
friends." As religious we pledge ourselves to receive the
fullness of life in mystery of that unpossessive friendship.
Also we priests and religious can inflict terrible damage on
ourselves and others when we fall in love. We may be seen
by others as "safe" and consider ourselves to be safe too. We
can easily abuse others by indulging in a form of "emotional
tourism", which leaves us free to return back to the our
community when things become dangerous but possibly
leaving the other person damaged, and their trust in the
Church and even God, undermined for ever.

d) The wilderness of loneliness

In our growth as people capable of love, we may sometime
have to pass through the wilderness. This may be because we
feel ourselves incapable of love, or because we fall in love, or
perhaps fail in our vows. If the apostolic life leads us to the
bewilderment of Gethsemane, where life loses all meaning,
then crisis in love may confront us with the solitude of the
cross.

The experience of loneliness reveals a fundamental truth
about ourselves, which is that alone we are incomplete.
Contrary to the dominant perception of much of western
society, we are not self-sufficient, self-contained beings.
Loneliness reveals that I cannot be alive, I cannot be, by
myself. I only exist through my relationships with others.
Alone I die. This loneliness reveals a void, an emptiness at
the heart of my life. We may be tempted to fill it with many
things, food, drink, sex, power or work. But the emptiness
remains. The alcohol or whatever is merely a disguised thirst
for God. I suspect that we cannot even fill it with the
presence of other people. A room full of lonely people
changes nothing. "The awfulness of this loneliness shows
itself precisely in the fact that all share it, none can relieve
it."(36) When Merton fell in love, then he discovered that
what he was looking for was perhaps not his beloved, but a
solution to the hollow at the centre of his heart. She was "the
person whose name I would try to use as magic to break the
grip of the awful loneliness of my heart".(37)

Ultimately I suspect that this loneliness must not simply be
endured. It must be lived as an entry into the loneliness of
Christ in his death, which bears and transforms all human
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loneliness. "My God, my God, why have you abandoned
me?" If we do that, then the veil of the temple will be torn in
half and we shall discover the God who is at the heart of our
being, granting us existence in every moment: "Tu autem
eras interior intimo meo." "You are closer to me than I am to
myself."(38) If we take upon ourselves the cross of loneliness
and walk with it, then it will be revealed that the modern
perception of the self is not true. The deepest truth of
ourselves is that we are not alone. At the deepest point of my
being is God giving me the abundance of life. St Catherine
describes herself in the Dialogue as "dwelling in the cell of
self-knowledge in order to know better God's goodness
toward her". Profound self knowledge reveals not the
solitary self of modernity but the one whose existence is
inseparable from the God who grants us life in every
moment.

If we can enter this desert and there encounter God, then we
will become free to love unpossessively, freely, without
domination or manipulation. We will be able to see others
not as solutions to my needs or answers to my loneliness but
simply there, to be delighted in. "Therefore stand still and do
not waver from your emptiness." It was at the foot of the
cross, where Jesus gave his mother and the beloved disciple
to each other, that the community of the Church was born.

3. The Life of Prayer

"I have called you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I
have made known to you."

(John 15.15)

The person who is touched by the abundance of life loves
unpossessively, spontaneously, joyfully. His heart of stone becomes a
heart of flesh. This deep transformation of our humanity implies,
according to our tradition, both study and prayer. Jordan of Saxony
tells us that they are both as necessary to us as food and drink. Through
study we remake the human heart. We discover that "intellectual
illumination which breaks forth into the affection of love".(39) Both
study and prayer belong to the contemplative life to which every
Dominican is called. But you will be spared any more reflections upon
study, since I have already written a letter on it. I will share a few
thoughts about prayer and the fullness of life.
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3.1 Community of the Word

At the end of most visitations, the visitator will make some
edifying remarks about the need to pray more. We will nod sagely
and make vague resolutions. Does one have the impression that
what is at issue is how these dry bones shall live?

When a child is born, its parents immediately begin to talk to it.
Long before it can understand, a child is fed with words, bathed
and soothed with words. The mother and father do not talk to
their child so as to communicate information. They are talking it
into life. It becomes human in this sea of language. Slowly it will
be able to find a place in the love that its parents share. It grows
into a life that is human.

So too we are transformed by immersion in the Word of God,
addressed to us. We do not read the Word so as to seek
information. We ponder it, study it, meditate on it, live with it, eat
and drink it. "These words which I command you this day shall be
upon your heart; and you shall teach them diligently to your
children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and
when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when
you rise." (Deut. 6.6f) This word of God works in us, making us
human, bringing us to life, forming us in that friendship which is
the very life of God. As Jordan wrote to Diana in his Christmas
letter of 1229, "Read over this Word in your heart, turn it over in
your mind, let it be sweet as honey on your lips; ponder it, dwell
on it, that it may dwell with you and in you for ever".(40)

Some friends of mine adopted a child. They found him in a vast
hospital ward in Saigon, an orphan of the Vietnamese war. For the
first months in the ward no one had had the time to look or speak
to him. He grew up unable to smile. But his adoptive parents
talked to him and smiled at him, with a labour of love. I remember
the day on which he first smiled back. The Word of God nurtures
us, so that we come alive, human, and even able to smile back at
God. A community that offers life will be one in which we find
that Word of God treasured and shared. It is not enough just to
say more prayers. These may stifle us, especially if recited at great
speed. When Dominic prayed he relished the word of God,
"savouring the words of God in his mouth and, as it were,
enjoying reciting them to himself" (Fifth way), like someone
enjoying a good French wine. Albert the Great says that we need
"to be nourished often by the charm (again dulcedo) of the word
of God".(41)
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As the child is fed by the words of its parents, then it makes the
liberating and terrifying discovery that it is not the centre of the
world. Behind the breast there is a mother. Everything is not at its
command. It discovers itself as part of the human community. In
the conversation of our parents, we discover a world in which we
may belong. So, too, as we are nourished by the word of God, we
are led into a larger world. The good shepherd who has come that
we may have life and have it more abundantly, is the one who
opens the gate, so that we may come out and find large open
spaces. In prayer we make an exodus, beyond the tiny shell of our
self-obsession. We enter the larger world of God. Prayer is a
"discipline that stops me taking myself for granted as the fixed
centre of a little universe, and allows me to find and lose and re-
find myself constantly in the interweaving patterns of a world I
did not make and do not control".(42)

The child ripens in the conversation of its parents, and discovers
that it is not alone. So too we are caught up into God's friendship,
and are healed of self-obsession and begin to glimpse the real
world. Yeats wrote, "We had fed the heart on fantasies; the heart's
grown brutal from the fare".(43) Prayer heals our hearts of
fantasies. St Thomas says that praying the Our Father "gives shape
to our whole affective life".(44) Praying that God's will be done
and that the Kingdom come, our hearts are remade.

As we are liberated from our self-obsessed fantasies and enter
God's larger world, we discover that others suffer violence and
sorrow. fr Vincent de Couesnongle talked of "the contemplation of
the street". For Dominic, the afflicted and the oppressed "form part
of the 'contemplata' in 'contemplata aliis tradere'..... The wound of
knowledge that opens up Dominic's mind and heart in
contemplation, allowing him with an awesome unprotectedness to
experience his neighbour's pain and his neighbour's need cannot
be accounted for simply by certain crowding memories of pain
observed or by his own natural sympathy."(45) It is, fr Paul
Murray says, "a contemplative wound". That is why the
contemplative life is at the heart of any search for a just world.
Contemplation makes us capable of seeing selflessly.

3.2 Communities of celebration and silence

As a child grows up, it will stop screaming and become capable of
both speech and silence. It will learn both to talk and to hear. So
too for us, building communities of prayer implies more than
adding another psalm to Vespers. We have to create environments
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in which we can both speak and hear, rejoice and be silent. This is
the ecosystem that we need if we are to flourish.

In the Dominican tradition, speaking to God is above all else
asking for what we want. This is not infantile but realism. It shows
that we are waking up from the little fantasy world of the market,
in which everything is for sale, and recognising that in the real
world everything is a gift from the one who is the "the source of
all that is good for us" (II II 83 a 2, ad 3). When we begin to ask
then we are on the way to adulthood. When we pray together,
then do we dare to ask from God what we most deeply desire? Or
do we merely recite a few petitions from the breviary?

The exodus from the Egypt of self-obsession is a moment of
ecstasy. We are liberated from the dark and cramped little world
of the ego. Like Miriam after the crossing of the Red Sea we will
surely be exuberant. We exult in having entered the wide open
spaces of God's friendship. David danced wildly before the ark;
Mary exulted in the Lord, and the marvellous things he had done
for her. The prayer of the preacher should surely be exultant,
ecstatic. We are called "to praise, to bless, to preach". When the
psalms say "Let us sing a new song to the Lord", then let us do so!
Dominic was exuberant in his prayer He used his whole body,
stretching out his arms, lying on the ground, genuflecting and
making a lot of noise. The whole body is saved by grace and so
prays. Some of my most beautiful memories of praying are with
the brethren. I think of the ecstatic Eucharist celebrated in Haiti, in
the midst of poverty and violence, of the dance and song of our
Zulu sisters in South Africa, of the marvellous and passionate
singing at the Easter Vigil in Krakow, of fire crackers and gongs
one year later in Taiwan. Do we celebrate the liturgy, and exult
together in the Lord who has done marvellous things for us? Do
we regard it merely as an obligation to be fulfilled? It is an
obligation indeed, that most solemn obligation which comes from
friendship. We delight to do things for our friends.

Eckhart wrote that "the very best and noblest attainment in this
life is to be silent and let God work and speak within".(46) There is
no friendship without silence. Unless one has learnt to stop, be
quiet and listen to another, then one remains locked in one's own
little world, of which one is the centre and the only real inhabitant.
In silence we make the wonderful and liberating discovery that we
are not gods, but just creatures.

There are different types of silence. There is the silence of the
women at the tomb, who "said nothing to anyone because they
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were afraid" (Mk 16 8). It is the silence with which we exclude the
utterly unexpected, the new, the unthinkable. It is the silence by
which I shut out unwelcome words which may rob me of peace of
mind. And then there is the silence of the disciples on the road to
Emmaus, as they listen to the Lord as he expounds the scriptures
to them. Then they say nothing, but afterwards they exclaim "Did
not our hearts burn within us, as he talked to us on the road, while
he opened to us the scriptures?" (Lk 24 32). Paul Philibert OP has
called prayer our openness to God's secret initiatives. In that
vulnerable silence we let him do new and unexpected things. We
are open to be astonished by the novelty of the God of surprises:
"Behold I make all things new" (Rev 21 5).

This is the silence that prepares the way for a word of preaching.
Ignatius of Antioch said that the Word came out from the silence
of the Father. It was a strong, clear, decisive and truthful Word,
because it was born in silence. He "was not Yes and No; but in him
it was always yes. For all the promises of God find their Yes in
him" (2 Cor 1 19f). Often our words lack authority, because they
are yes and no; they hint and nudge; they are coloured by
innuendoes and ambiguities, they carry little arrows and small
resentments. We must create that silence in which true words can
be conceived and shared.

How can we rediscover such a silence in ourselves and in our
communities? In my experience there is no way other than simply
taking the time to be silent in God's presence every day (cf LCO
66.11). This is the discipline that I have sought and evaded,
attained and let slip ever since I joined the Order. In it I spend
most of the time thinking of food and faxes. For this contemplative
silence we need each other's support. We need communities
which help us to grow in tranquil silence. A Buddhist monk told
Merton, "Before you can meditate you've got to learn not to slam
doors". Anyone who lives near me knows that I have not mastered
that art yet! Each community needs to reflect upon how it can
create times and places of silence.

This is not the depressing silence of the morgue which one
sometimes found in the past, the silence which shuts out other
people. We hunger for a silence which prepares for
communication rather than refuses it. It is the comfortable silence
which comes before and after we share a word, rather than the
awkward silence of those who have nothing to say to each other.
When I was a child, my younger brother and I often went into the
woods, to look for animals and birds. The secret was learning to
be silent together. It was a communion in shared attentiveness.
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Maybe we can find that, as we listen together for the word that
may come.

3.3 The wilderness of death and resurrection

Jesus summons us to have life and to have it abundantly. This is
the good news that we preach. Yet we have seen that in answering
that summons we may find ourselves led into the wilderness. As
preachers of the word, we may discover that we have no word to
offer, that nothing makes sense anymore. As those who preach the
love of God, we discover that we are desolate, alone and
abandoned. As those who are invited to find ourselves in God's
own life, we will be confronted with our mortality. We are
creatures and not gods, and we must die. Then we may cry out
like the Israelites to Moses, "Is it because there are no graves in
Egypt that you have taken us away to die in the wilderness?"
(Ex.14.11) Then we must "stand firm and not waver in our
emptiness", trusting that life will be given.

How are we to sustain and encourage each other as we face
mortality? First we must stimulate each other with the freedom of
Jesus. Knowing that the Son of man must die, he turned his face to
go to Jerusalem. This is a freedom that I have seen sometimes in
the brothers and sisters, giving away their lives. In the years
before he was assassinated, fr Pierre Claverie OP, Bishop of Oran
in Algeria, took the road to Jerusalem, as he refused to give in to
threats and leave his people. In 1994 he said in a sermon,” I have
struggled for dialogue and friendship between people, cultures
and religions. All that probably earns me death, but I am ready to
accept that risk".(47)

Jesus' freedom in the face of death found its culmination in the
night before he died, when he took his body and gave it to his
disciples, a gesture of astonishing liberty. This is what it is given
to us to do together, in the face of mortality. I remember one
Easter morning at Blackfriars, joyfully celebrating the Eucharist
with a brother dying of cancer. All of the community was
crammed in his room. Afterwards we drank champagne in honour
of the resurrection. I remember celebrating the Eucharist with the
brothers and sisters in Iraq a few weeks ago, as we waited for the
military attack that would surely come. The Eucharist should not
be the centre of our common life because we feel that we are
united, or even so that we may come to feel so. It is the sacrament
of that abundant life which is purely a gift, the "bread of life"
which Dominic promised we would find in the Order. We receive
it together, offering each other food for the wilderness.
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We live out the meaning of that Eucharist in setting each other
free, infecting each other with Christ's immeasurable freedom. It
may be in the small freedom of forgiveness freely given, or letting
ourselves break some old pattern of life, of taking a risk. We let go.
As Lacordaire wrote, "I go where God leads me, uncertain of
myself but sure of him". In all these ways we let ourselves be
caught up in the sweep of the Spirit coming forth from the Father
and the Son, crying within us "Abba Father". As Eckhart says "We
do not pray, we are prayed". Yet it is also our entry into freedom
and spontaneity, when we become most alive. We let ourselves be
caught by the movement, like a dancer who gives in to the
rhythm, and finds in it grace and freedom.

Wisdom danced in the presence of God while she made the world.
St Thomas says that the contemplation of the wise person is like
play, because it is pleasurable and because it is done for its own
sake, like a dance. "Unmitigated seriousness betokens a lack of
virtue, because it wholly despises play which is as necessary for a
good human life as is rest."(48) The abundance of life leads us into
that playfulness of those who have laid down the burden of being
little gods. We can drop that terrible seriousness of those who
believe that they carry the world upon their shoulders. Then our
communities may indeed be places in which we will begin to
know the happiness of the Kingdom. Saint Dominic, Nos junge
beatis. Join us to the blessed, and may we share some glimpse of
their happiness there now.

Master of the Order
25 February, Ash Wednesday 1998

Prot No:50/98/274
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 LETTER TO OUR BROTHERS AND SISTERS
 IN INITIAL FORMATION

Feast of Blessed Jordon of Saxony 1999

Dear brothers and sisters in St Dominic,

You are a gift of God to the Order, and we honour the creator in welcoming
his gifts. This we must do by giving you the best possible formation. The
future of the Order depends upon it, which is why every General Chapter of
the Order spends so much time discussing formation. Over the last few years
the Order has produced excellent documents about formation, and so rather
than write a long letter on formation and repeat all that has been said, I have
thought it better to collect these documents together so that you and your
formators can easily study them. But I do wish to share just a word
addressed directly to you, my brothers and sisters who are at the beginning
of your Dominican life, knowing that some of your formators may be looking
over your shoulder. I shall talk in terms of the formation of the brothers,
since that is what I know about more. I hope that it will also be relevant to
the experience of our sisters.

One of my greatest pleasures during my visits to the Order has been the
meetings with you. I have been moved by your enthusiasm for the Order,
your desire to study and to preach, your true Dominican joy. But formation
will also entail moments of pain, disorientation, discouragement, and a loss
of meaning. Sometimes you will wonder why you are here, and whether you
should remain. Such moments are a necessary and painful part of formation,
as you grow as a Dominican. If they did not happen, then your formation
would not be touching you deeply.

Formation in our tradition is not the moulding of passive matter, so as to
produce a standard product, "A Dominican". It is our accompaniment of you
as you freely respond to the threefold call that you receive: from the Risen
Lord who invites you to follow him, from the brethren and sisters who invite
you become one of them, and to the demands of the mission. If you respond
fully and generously to these demands, then you will be changed. It will ask
of you death trusting in the Lord who gives resurrection. This will be both
painful and liberating, exciting and frightening. It will form you as the
person whom God calls you to be. This is a process that will continue
throughout your Dominican life. The years of initial formation are just the
beginning. I write this letter to you to offer some encouragement on the
journey.  Do not give up when it is hard!

I shall take as my text to explore this theme the meeting of Mary Magdalene,
the patroness of the Order, with Jesus in the garden (John 20: 11 - 18).
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"Whom do you seek?"

When Jesus meets Mary Magdalene, he asks her: "Whom do you seek?" Our
life in the Order begins with a similar question, as we lay stretched out on
the floor: "What do you seek?" It is the question that Jesus put to the disciples
at the beginning of the gospel.

You have to come to the Order with a hunger in your heart, but for what? Is
it because you have discovered the gospel recently and wish to share it with
everyone? Is it because you met a Dominican whom you admired and wish
to imitate? Is it to run away from the world with all its complications, from
the pain of forming human relationships? Is it because you have always
wished to be a priest, and yet feel that you need a community? Is it because
you wonder about the meaning of your life, and wish to discover it with us?
Whom do you seek? What do you seek? We cannot answer that question for
you, but we can be with you as you face it yourself and help you to arrive at
an honest answer.

During our Dominican life, we may answer that question differently at
different moments. The reasons that brought us to the Order may not be the
reasons why we stay. When I joined the Order I was drawn above all by the
hunger to understand my faith. The motto of the Order, Veritas, attracted
me. I doubted whether I would ever have the courage to preach a sermon.
Later I stayed because this desire caught hold of me. Sometimes we may not
be at all clear why we are still here and for what we long. We may cling to no
more than a vague feeling that this is where we are called to be. Most of us
stay in the end because, like Mary Magdalene in the garden, we are looking
for the Lord. A vocation is the story of a desire, a hunger. We stay because
we are hooked by love, and not by the promise of personal fulfilment or a
career. Eckhart says, "For love resembles the angler's hook. The angler cannot
get the fish till it is caught on the hook. He who hangs on to this hook is
caught so fast that foot and hand, mouth, eyes and heart, and all that is this
person's belongs only to God. Just watch for this hook, so as to be blessedly
caught, for the more you are caught, the more you are free."[Walshe, Sermon
4] Perhaps you will discover that you are indeed searching for the risen Lord,
but that you are called to find him in another form of life, perhaps as a
married disciple. Perhaps God called you to the Order for a while, to prepare
you to be a preacher in another way.

The joy of this Easter meeting is at the heart of our Dominican life. This is a
happiness which we share in our preaching. But we grow in this happiness
only by passing through moments of loss. The one whom Mary Magdalene
loves has disappeared. "Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you
have laid him, and I will take him away." She grieves for the loss of the
person she loves. Sometimes entry into the Order may be marked by that
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same experience of desolation. Perhaps you joined full of enthusiasm. You
were going to give yourself to God, have hours of ecstatic prayer. But God
appears to have slipped away. Praying becomes the tedious repetition of
long psalms at the wrong times, with brethren who sing badly. We may even
think that it is the brethren who are to blame for God's disappearance, with
their lack of devotion. Why do they not even turn up to office? Their teaching
may seem to undermine the faith that brought me here. The Word of God is
dissected in their lectures, and we are told that it is not literally true. Where
have they buried my Lord?

"Jesus said to her, 'Mary'. She turned and said to him in Hebrew 'Rabboni'
(which means Teacher)."

We have to lose Christ if we are to find him again, astonishingly alive and
unexpectedly close. We have to let him go, be desolate, grieve for his
absence, so that we may discover God closer to us than we could ever have
imagined. If we do not go through that experience, then we will be stuck in a
childish and infantile relationship with God. It belongs to our formation that
we may become disorientated, like Mary confused in the garden, not
knowing what is happening. Otherwise we can never be surprised by a new
intimacy with the risen Lord. And it must happen again and again as the
angler reels us in. The lost Lord appears and speaks to her, and then tells her
to let him go again: "Do not cling to me".

When they seem to have taken away the body of the Lord, do not give up
and go away. When Jesus disappeared, then Peter, like a typical man, went
back to work. That may be a temptation, to go back to take up again our old
lives. Mary did not give up but went on looking, even if only for a dead
body. If we endure then, like her, we shall be surprised. I remember a long
period of desolation, during the years of simple profession. I did not doubt
the existence of God, but God seemed unimaginably distant, and nothing
much to do with me. It was years later, after solemn profession, in the garden
of Gethsemane in Jerusalem one summer, that the void was filled. I may have
to endure that absence again one day, and then maybe it will be you, my
brothers and sisters, who will help me carry on until the next surprise
encounter.

Jesus says to her just one word, her name: "Mary". God always calls us by
name. "Samuel", God called three times in the night. Who we are, our
deepest identity, we discover in responding to the call of our name. "The
Lord called me from the womb, from the body of my mother he named my
name" (Isaiah 49:1). So our Dominican vocation is not a matter of finding a
job, or even a useful service of Church and society. It is my "Yes" to the God
who summons me to be, "Yes" to the brethren with whom I live, and "Yes" to
the mission upon which I am sent. I am summoned into life, like one who
was called out of the tomb by a voice shouting, "Lazarus, come forth". So we
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can say that the fundamental goal of formation is to help us become
Christians, to say "Yes" to Christ. If it does not do that, then we are playing
games. But does that mean that becoming a Dominican is unimportant, a
mere incidental? No, because it is Dominic's way of following Christ.
Perhaps the earliest name for Christianity was "The Way" (Acts 9:2). When
Dominic took to the roads in the south of France, he discovered a way to the
Kingdom. The Order offers us a way of life, with its common prayer, its form
of government, its way of doing theology and being a brother. When we
make profession, then we trust that this strange way of life can lead us to the
Kingdom.

So I do not wait to be a good Christian before I become a preacher. Sharing
the word of God with others is part of my search for the Lord in the garden.
When I struggle to find a word to preach then I am like Mary Magdalene
begging the gardener to tell me where they have put the body of my Lord. If
I can share my wrestling with the word, then I can share also that moment of
revelation when the Lord speaks my name. I must dare to look into the tomb
and see the absence of the body if I am also to share the subsequent
encounter. To be a preacher is to share all the moments in that drama in the
Easter garden: desolation, interrogation, revelation. But if I speak as someone
who knows it all, untroubled by doubt, then people may be very impressed
by my knowledge, but they may feel it has little to do with them.

"Go to my brethren"

Jesus calls Mary Magdalene by name, and sends her to his brethren. We
respond to God's call by becoming one of the brethren.

Becoming a brother is more than joining a community and putting on a habit.
It implies a profound transformation of my being. Being the blood brother of
someone is more than having the same parents; it implies relationships
which have slowly formed me to be the person that I am. In a similar way
becoming one of Dominic's brothers will ask of me a patient and, sometimes
painful, transformation of whom I am. There will be times, perhaps
prolonged, of death and resurrection.

It is true that most Dominican brethren are priests, and that we belong to "a
clerical institute", but ordination does not make us any the less brethren.
During my years of formation I came to love being one of the brethren. I
wished for no more. I accepted ordination because my brothers asked it of
me, and for the sake of the mission. I came to value being a priest, because
the communion and mercy that are at the heart of our fraternal life found
sacramental expression for the wider Church. But I was just as much a
brother as before. There is no higher title in the Order. This is one reason
why I believe that the promotion of the vocation of the co-operator brethren -
a term that I have never liked - is so important for the future of the Order.
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They remind us of who we all are, Dominic's brothers. There can be no
second class brethren in the Order.

When I was a student, I remember the visit of a priest from another Province
to our community in Oxford. When he arrived, there was a Dominican
sweeping the hall. The visitor asked him, "Are you a brother?" "Yes" he
replied. "Brother, go and get me a cup of coffee." After his coffee, he told the
brother to take his bags to his room. And finally the visitor said, "Now,
brother, I wish to meet the Father Prior". He replied, "I am the Prior".

Different visions of being a brother

To be a brother is to find that you belong with us. You are at home with the
brethren. But we Dominicans may have many different conceptions as to
what it means to be a brother.

One of the shocks of joining the noviciate may be to discover that my fellow
novices may have come with very different visions of the Dominican life
than my own. When I joined I was powerfully attracted not only by the
search for Veritas, but also by Dominic's poverty. I imagined myself in the
streets begging for my bread. I soon discovered that most of my fellow
novices considered that to be foolish romanticism. Some of you will be
drawn because of a love of study; others because of a desire to struggle for a
more just world. You may be scandalised to see other novices unpacking
enormous quantities of books or a CD player. Some of you may wish to wear
the habit for twenty four hours a day and others will remove it as soon as
possible. We easily trample on each other's dreams.

Often there is such a tension between generations of brethren. Some young
people who come to the Order these days value highly the tradition and the
visible signs of Dominican identity: studying St Thomas, the traditional
songs or anthems of the Order, wearing the habit, celebrating our saints.
Often brethren of a previous generation are puzzled by this desire for a clear
and visible Dominican identity. For them the adventure had been to leave
behind old forms that seemed to stand between us and preaching the gospel.
We had to be on the road, with the people, seeing things through their eyes,
anonymous if we were to be close. Occasionally this can lead to a certain
misunderstanding, even a mutual suspicion. The Provinces which are
thriving today are often those which have succeeded in getting beyond such
ideological conflicts. How can we build a fraternity which is deeper than
these differences?

First of all, we may come to recognise the same deep evangelical impulse in
each other. In the habit or out of the habit, we preach the same Risen Lord. I
have always found myself at home with the brethren, whether sitting with a
few brethren by a river in the Amazon reciting the psalms in our shirtsleeves,
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or celebrating an elaborate polyphonic liturgy in Toulouse. Besides the
objective demands of the vows and the Constitutions, one recognises certain
family resemblances: a quality of joy; a sense of the equality of all the
brethren; a passion for theology, even of quite contradictory tendencies; a
trust in our democratic tradition; a lack of pretension. All these hint at a way
of life we share, however great the superficial differences.

Secondly, our different visions of the Dominican life may be formed by
different moments in the history of the Church and the Order. Many of us
who became Dominicans at the time of the Second Vatican Council, grew up
in a confident Catholicism, sure of its identity. Our adventure was to reach
out to those far from Christ by overthrowing the barriers. What drives
brothers and sisters of that generation is sometimes the desire to be close to
the invisible Christ who was present in every factory, in every barrio, every
University. Visible identity was suppressed for the sake of the preaching.
Our worker-priests, for example, were a sign of the God who is close even to
those who appear to have forgotten his name.

Many who come to the Order today, especially in the West, have made a
different pilgrimage, growing up far from Christianity. Perhaps now you
wish to celebrate and affirm the faith you have embraced and come to love.
You wish to be seen as Dominicans, for that too belongs to the preaching. It
can be just the same evangelical impulse which leads some brethren to put
on the habit and others to take it off.

This tension is ultimately fruitful and necessary for the vitality of the Order.
Accepting the young into the Order challenges us. Just as the birth of a child
changes the life of the whole family, so each generation of young who come
to us change the brotherhood. You come with your questions to which we
have not always got the answers, with your ideals, which may reveal our
inadequacies, your dreams which we may not share. You come with your
friends and your families, your cultures and your tribes. You come to disturb
us, and that is why we need you. Often you come demanding what is indeed
central to our Dominican life, but which we may have forgotten or belittled: a
more profound and beautiful common prayer; a deeper fraternity in which
we care more for each other; the courage to leave behind our old
commitments and take to the road again. Often the Order is renewed because
the young come to us and insist on trying to build the Dominican life that
they have read about in books! Go on insisting!

It is easy for us who came before you to say, with some irritation: "You are
joining us; we are not joining you." This is indeed true, but only half so. For
when we joined the Order, we gave ourselves into the hands of the brethren
who were still to come. We pledged obedience to those who were not born. It
is true that we do not have to reinvent the Order in each generation, but part
of Dominic's genius was to found an Order that has adaptation and flexibility
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as part of its being. We need to be renewed by those who have been caught
by enthusiasm for Dominic's vision. We must not recruit you to fight our old
battles. We have to resist the temptation to box you into the categories of our
youth, and label you as "conservatives" or "progressives", just as you have to
refrain from dismissing us as relics of "the seventies".
You too will be challenged by those who came before you, or at least I hope
so. Accepting that there are different ways of being a Dominican does not
mean that anyone can just invent his own interpretation. I cannot, for
example, decide that for me the vows are compatible with keeping a mistress
and a sports car. Our way of life includes certain inescapable and objective
demands, which ultimately must invite me to undergo a profound
transformation of my being. If I avoid that, then I will never become one of
the brethren.

Above all, different conceptions of being a Dominican should never really
divide us because the unity of the Order does not lie in a common ideological
line, even a single spirituality. If it had, then we would have splintered long
ago. What holds us together is a way of life which allows for great diversity
and flexibility, a common mission, and a form of government that gives a
voice to each person. The Dominican lion and the Dominican lamb can live
together and enjoy each other's company.

At the beginning of the life of the Order, "The Lives of the Brethren" was
written to record the memory of the first generation of our brothers. We are
bound together as a community by the stories of the past as well as by the
dreams of the future. Visible signs of Dominican identity do have their value
and say something important of whom we are, but they should not become
the battle standards of different parties. The Dominicans whose memory we
rightly treasure were often those who were so caught up in the passion for
preaching that they did not have time to reflect too much about their identity
as Dominicans. As Simon Tugwell wrote, "throughout the whole story, when
the Order has been most true to itself, it has been least concerned with being
Dominican" [Simon Tugwell, "Dominican Spirtuality" in Compendium of
Spirituality, New York 1996].

Formation should indeed give us a strong Dominican identity, and teach us
about our history and our tradition. This is not so that we can contemplate
the glory of the Order, and how important we are, or were, but so that we
can take to the road and walk together after the poor and itinerant Christ. A
strong sense of identity frees us from thinking about ourselves too much,
otherwise we will be too self-preoccupied to hear the voice which asks us:
"Whom do you seek?"

So brotherhood is based on more than a single vision. It is built patiently, by
learning to listen to each other, to be strong and to be fragile, learning fidelity
to each other and love of the brethren.
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Talking and listening

We know that we are at home when we can talk easily with each other,
confident that our brothers will at least try to understand us. This is probably
our expectation when we join the Order. Jesus says to Mary Magdalene, "Go
to my brothers and say to them, I am ascending to my God and your God, to
my Father and your Father". She is commissioned to share her faith in the
risen Lord, even though her brothers may regard her as deluded. So we build
a common home in the Order by daring to share what brought us here.
Sometimes it will be hard. We probably came expecting to find like-minded
people, with the same dreams and the same way of thinking. But we may
discover that others have come to the Order by such different paths that we
cannot recognise ourselves in what they say. We may hesitate to expose what
is most precious, our fragile faith, to criticism and examination. Sharing our
faith demands of us great vulnerability. Sometimes it may be easier to do so
with people with whom we do not have to live.

One of the main challenges for the formators is to build up trust so that you
may dare to talk freely. Martin Buber wrote that, "The decisive thing is
whether the young people are ready to talk. If someone treats them with
trust, shows them that he believes in them, they will talk to him. The first
necessity is that the teacher must arouse in his pupils that most valuable
thing of all - genuine trust".[Encounter with Martin Buber, Aubrey Hodes,
London, 1972] Just as important is that you trust each other. You may even at
times have the courage to share your doubts.

Contemporary western culture systematically cultivates suspicion. We are
taught to probe beneath what others say to what is not acknowledged,
concealed and even unconscious. In the Church this can sometimes take the
form of hunting for error, scanning statements for heresies. Is this brother a
true disciple of St Thomas Aquinas or of liberation theology? Is he one of us?
It is easier to discover how a brother is wrong and has denied a dogma of the
Church, or some ideology of my own, than to hear the little grain of truth
that he may be struggling to share with us. But such suspicion is subversive
of fraternity. It comes from fear and only love casts out fear.

Learning to listen to each other charitably is a discipline of the mind.
Benedict Ashley wrote, "There has to be a new asceticism of the mind, for
nothing is more painful than to maintain charity alive in the midst of genuine
argument about serious issues."[The Dominicans, Collegeville, 1990] Loving
my brother is not just a pleasant warm emotion, but an intellectual discipline.
I have to restrain myself from dismissing what my brother has said as
nonsense before I have heard what he is saying. It is the mental asceticism of
opening one's mind to an unexpected insight. It will involve learning to be
silent, not just while I wait for him to stop speaking, but so that I may hear
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him. I must still the defensive objections, the urge to stop him before he says
another word. I must be quiet and listen.

Conversation builds a community of equals, and that is why we must build
the community of the Dominican Family by taking the time to talk with our
sisters and lay Dominicans, and discover the pleasure of it. Conversation
builds the larger home of Dominic and Catherine. It "demands equality
between participants. Indeed, it is one of the most important ways of
establishing equality. Its enemies are rhetoric, disputation, jargon, and
private language, or despair at not being listened to and not being
understood. To flourish, it needs the help of midwives of either sex ... Only
when people learn to converse will they begin to be equal."[Theodore
Zeldon, An Intimate History of Humanity, London, 1994] One of the
challenges for us brethren is to let the sisters form us as preachers. The most
profound formation is always mutual.

Being strong and weak

We belong and are at home when we find that we are stronger than we ever
believed, and weaker than we dared to admit. And these are not contrary
qualities, for they are signs that we are beginning to be conformed to the
strong and vulnerable Christ.

We are formed in the first place as Christians. In our tradition this means not
so much the progressive submission to commandments, to tame our unruly
natures, as the growth in virtue. Becoming virtuous makes us strong, single
hearted, free and able to stand on our own two feet. As Jean Luis-Brugues
OP has written, virtue is an apprenticeship in humanity. "It is in the passage
from virtuality to virtuosity."[Les idees heureuses, Paris, 1996]

Becoming a brother means that we receive our strength from each other. We
are not soloists. It is a strength that makes us free, but with each other not
from each other. In the first place we become strong because we have
confidence in each other. At the origin of our tradition is Dominic's endless
confidence in the brethren. He trusted the brethren because he trusted in
God. As John of Spain wrote, "He had such confidence in God's goodness
that he sent even ignorant men to preaching saying, 'Do not be afraid, the
Lord will be with you and will put power in your mouths.'"[Bologna
Canonization Process, 26] So the first task of your formator is to build up that
trust and confidence. But it is also the responsibility that you have for each
other, for it is usually those in formation who form each other most. You
have the power to undermine a brother, sap his confidence, make fun of him.
And you have the power to build each other up, to give each other strength,
to form each other as preachers of God's strong word.
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It is said in our Constitutions that "the primary responsibility for his own
formation lies with the candidate himself" (LCO 156). We should not be
treated as children, incapable of making decisions for ourselves. We grow
into brethren, equal members of the community, by being treated as mature
adults. In Dominic's day, there was no sign of the traditional monastic
circator, whose job was to go around snooping, seeing whether everyone was
doing what they ought. But this is a responsibility that we do not exercise
alone. If we are brothers, then we will help each other into the freedom to
think, to speak, to believe, to take risks, to transcend fear. We will also dare
to challenge each other.

As we grow as brethren, then we will be strong enough to face our weakness
and fragility. This is, in the first place, what a friend of mine has called "the
wisdom of creatures".[Rowan Williams, Open to Judgement, London, 1994]
This is the knowledge that we are created, that our existence is a gift, that we
are mortal and live between birth and death. We wake up to the fact that we
are not gods. We stand on our own two feet, but our feet are a gift. We will
also discover that we have not joined the communion of saints, but a group
of men and women who are weak, irresolute, and who must constantly pick
themselves up after failure. I have written elsewhere about how this can be a
moment of crisis in a brother's formation.[The Promise of Life 2.4] The heroes
whom a novice had loved and admired turn out to have feet of clay. But this
has always been so. That is one reason why we have as Patroness of the
Order Mary Magdalene, who according to tradition was a weak and sinful
woman, but who was called to be the first preacher of the gospel.

More than five hundred years ago Savonarola wrote a letter to a novice who
had clearly been scandalised by the sins of the brethren. Savonarola warns
him about people who join the Order hoping to enter paradise right away.
They never last. "They wish to live among the saints, excluding all wicked
and imperfect people. And when they do not find this, they abandon their
vocation and take to the road... But if you wish to flee from all the wicked,
then you must leave this world."[Letter to Stefano di Codiponte 22nd May
1492] This confrontation with fragility is often a wonderful moment in the
maturing of a vocation. This is when we discover that we are able to give and
to receive the mercy which we asked for when we joined the Order. If we can
do this, then we are on the road to becoming a brother and a preacher. One
of the fears that may inhibit us from trusting in this mercy is the worry, that
if the brethren were to see what we are really like, then they might not vote
for us for  profession. We may be tempted to conceal who we are until we are
safely and securely inside, professed and ordained and invulnerable. To
accept this would be to settle for a formation in deceit. Formation would
become a training in concealment, and this would be a travesty for an Order
whose motto is Veritas. We must believe in our brethren enough to let them
see who we are and what we think. Without such transparency there is no
fraternity. This does not mean that we must stand up in the refectory and
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proclaim our sins, but we cannot create a mask behind which we hide. We
dare to embrace such vulnerability because Christ has done so before us. It
prepares us to preach a trustworthy and honest word.

Fidelity and love of the brethren

Finally, there is a quality to brotherhood which is elusive and hard to
describe, which I shall call fidelity, according to Peguy "the most beautiful of
words". At the heart of our preaching is God's fidelity. God has given his
word to us, and it is a Word made flesh. It is a word in which we can trust,
and which makes of the history of humanity a story which goes somewhere
rather than just a succession of random events. It is the strong and solid
word of the one who said "I am who I am". That is a fidelity which we must
seek to embody in our lives. The married couple is a sacrament of God's
fidelity, who has joined himself irrevocably to us in Christ. It belongs also to
our preaching of the gospel that we are faithful to each other.

What does that mean? In the first place, it is fidelity to the commitment we
have made  to the Order. God has given us his Word made flesh, even
though it led to a senseless death. We have given God our word, even when
our promise may appear to ask of us more than we may think possible. I
remember, when I was Provincial, talking with an old brother who came to
tell me that he was dying of cancer. He was a loveable and good man, who
had lived through difficult and uncertain moments in his Dominican life. He
told me, "It looks as if I am going to fulfil my ambition of dying in the
Order". It may look a small ambition, but it is an essential one. He had given
his word and his life. He rejoiced that, despite everything, he had not taken
back this gift.

Secondly it means that our common mission has priority over my private
agenda. I have my talents, my preferences and dreams, but I have given
myself to our shared preaching of the good news. This common  mission
may require of me that I accept some unwanted burden for a while, like
being a Bursar, a Novice or Student Master, or Master of the Order, for the
common good. A bus may look much like a common room. It is filled with
people who sit together, talking or reading, sharing a common space. But
when the bus route departs from the direction of my own journey, then I will
leave that bus and continue on my own way. Do I regard the Order as much
like a bus, on which I stay only as long as it carries me in the direction I wish
to go?

Fidelity also implies that I will stand up for my brethren, for their reputation
is mine. In the Primitive Constitutions, and until recently, one of the tasks of
the novice master was to teach the novices to "suspect the good".[Tugwell,
op. cit. p. 145] One must always give the best possible interpretation of what
the brethren did or said. If a brother comes back regularly late at night then
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rather than imagine the terrible sins he may have committed, one must
assume that, for example, he had been out visiting the sick. Savonarola
writes to that judgmental novice: "If you see something that does not please
you, think that it was done with a good intention. Many are, in themselves,
better than you imagine". This is more than the optimism of the unworldly. It
belongs to that love  which sees the world with God's eyes, as good. St
Catherine of Siena once wrote to Raymond of Capua, reassuring him that he
must trust in her love for him, and when we love someone we give the best
interpretation to what they do, trusting that they always seek our good:
"Beyond the general love, there is a particular love which expresses itself in
faith. And it expresses itself in such a way that it can neither believe or
imagine that the other could want anything except our good."[Mary
O'Driscoll OP, Catherine of Siena: Passion for the truth, Compassion for
Humanity, New City, 1993] If my brother is condemned as bad or
unorthodox, then fidelity means that I will do everything I can to stand by
him, and give the best possible interpretation to his views or actions. It was
because of this mutual fidelity that the foreword of the Constitutions of 1228
ruled, as to be observed "inviolably and unchangeably in perpetuity", that
one never can appeal outside the Order against the decisions that the Order
made. It should be virtually unimaginable, therefore, that a brother might
publicly accuse or disassociate himself from one of his brethren.

This fidelity implies that I will not only stand up for my brother but to him. If
he is my brother, then I must care what he thinks, and dare to disagree with
him. I cannot leave it just for the superiors, as if it were not my responsibility.
But I must do so to his face and not behind his back. We may fear to do this,
expecting hostility and rejection. But, in my experience, if one makes it clear
that one is speaking out of a love of the truth and of one's brother, then this
has always led to a deepened friendship and understanding.

So these are some of the elements of being formed as a brother: talking and
listening to each other; learning to be strong and weak; growing in mutual
fidelity. All this belongs to what is most fundamental, which is learning to
love the brethren. We Dominicans, with our robust approach to each other,
may hesitate to use such language. It may sound sugary and sentimental. Yet
it is the ultimate basis of our fraternity. This is what we are required to do by
the one who calls us: "This is my commandment, that you love one another
as I have loved you" (John 16:12). This is the fundamental commandment of
our faith. Obedience to it forms us as Christians and as brethren. St Dominic
said that he had learnt " more in the book of Charity than in the books of
men"[Gerald de Frachet, 82]. It means that ultimately we see each other as a
gift from God. My brother or sister may irritate me; I may be totally opposed
to their opinions, but I come to delight in them, and see their goodness.

There is a fundamental relationship between love and vocation. It has
brought many of you to us. Jesus looked at the rich young man and loved
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him, and called him to follow him, just as he looked at Mary Magdalene and
called her by her name. Stephen of Spain tells us that he went to confession
to Dominic, and "he looked at me as if he loved me."[Testimony of brother
Stephen of Spain at the Canonization Process of St Dominic] Later that
evening Dominic summoned him and clothed him in the habit. Love is, as
Eckhart said, the angler's hook that catches the fish and will not let it go. I
must confess that I decided to join the Order before I ever met a Dominican,
drawn by the ideal that I had read about. Perhaps that also can be a blessing!

There is nothing sentimental about this love. Sometimes we have to work at
it, and struggle to overcome prejudice and difference. It is the labour of
becoming one of the brethren. I remember that once there was a brother with
whom it was hard for me to live. Anything that either did or said appeared
to irritate the other. One evening we agreed to go out to the pub together, a
very English solution. We talked for hours, learned about each other's
childhood, and struggles. I could, for the first time, see through his eyes and
see myself as I must appear to him. I began to understand. That was the
beginning of friendship and fraternity.

"I have seen the Lord"

Mary Magdalene goes to her brothers and says, "I have seen the Lord". She is
the first preacher of the resurrection. She is a preacher because she is capable
of hearing the Lord when he calls, and of sharing the good news of Christ's
victory over death.

So becoming a preacher is more than learning a certain amount of
information, so that you have something to say, and a few preaching
techniques, so that you know how to say it. It is being formed as someone
who can hear the Lord, and speak a word that offers life. Isaiah says, "The
Lord called me from the womb, from the body of my mother he named my
name. He made my mouth like a sharp sword, in the shadow of his hand he
hid me." (49:1f). All of Isaiah's life, from the very beginning, shaped him as
someone who is ready to speak a prophetic word.

The Order should offer you more than a training in theology. It is a life that
forms you as a preacher. Our common life, prayer, pastoral experiences,
struggles and failures, will make us capable of attention and proclamation in
ways that we cannot anticipate.

One of my predecessors, as Provincial, was a brother called Anthony Ross.
He was famous as a preacher, an historian, a prison reformer, and even a
wrestler! One day, shortly after he was elected Provincial, he suffered a
stroke and was reduced almost to silence. He had to resign as Provincial and
learn to speak again. The few words he could manage had more power than
anything he had said before. People came to confession to him, to hear his
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simple healing words. His sermons of half a dozen words could change
people's lives. It was as if that suffering and that silence formed a preacher
who could give us life-giving words as never before. I went to see him before
I left for the General Chapter of Mexico, from which, to my great surprise, I
did not come back to my Province. His last word to me was "Courage". The
greatest gift we can give to a brother is such a word.

A Compassionate word.

Mary Magdalene announces to the disciples, "I have seen the Lord". This is
not just the statement of a fact, but the sharing of a discovery. She has shared
their loss, their puzzlement, their grief, and so now she can share with them
her encounter with the Risen Lord. She can share the good news with them
because it is good news for her.

The Word that we preach is a word who shared our humanity, and is "not a
high priest unable to sympathise with our weaknesses, but one who in every
respect has been tempted as we are, yet was without sin". (Hebrews 4:15).
Preaching will demand of us that we became incarnate in different worlds,
whether that of the contemporary youth-culture or a Micronesian island, the
world of drug addicts or business managers. We have to enter a world, learn
its language, see through its inhabitants' eyes, get under their skin,
understand their weaknesses and their hopes. We must, in some sense,
become them. Then we can speak a word that is good news to them and to
us. This does not mean that we must agree with them. Often we may need to
challenge them. But we must feel the pulse of their humanity before we can
do so.

It is the tradition of the Church to sing the praises of God at dawn. We go on
being watchmen waiting for the dawn, so that we can share our hope with
others who see no sign of the sun rising. It is because I have somehow
glimpsed their darkness, and maybe known it as my own, that I can share a
word about the "loving kindness of the heart of our God, who visits us like
the dawn from on high”.

Often we can do this because of who we are and what we have lived. Mary
Magdalene searched for the body of the Lord with a tenderness which she
had learned in a life that was marked, according to the tradition, by its own
failures and sins. It was this life that prepared her to be the person who
searched for the man she loved and recognised him when he called her by
name. One of the most precious gifts you bring to the Order is your life, with
its failures, its difficulties, its dark moments. I can even look back at some sin
and see it as a felix culpa, because it has prepared me as someone who can
speak a word of compassion and hope for others who are living the same
defeat. I can share with them the rising of the sun.
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In other areas we need a formation in compassion, an education of the heart
and the mind that breaks down everything within us that is stony-hearted,
priggish, arrogant and judgmental. One of the most useful things that I ever
did in my rather unusual noviciate, was to visit regularly the sexual
offenders in the local prison. They are perhaps the most despised people in
our society. The revelation was that really we were no different from each
other. We can listen to the gospel together. So our formation should wear
down our defences against those who are different, and unattractive, those
whom our society despises: the beggars, the prostitutes, the criminals, the
sort of people with whom the Word of God spent his time. We learn to
receive the gifts that they can give us, if our hands are open.

The ideal preacher is the one who is all things to all human beings, perfectly
human. No Dominican that I know is that, and we will be faced with our
limitations. For years I went one night a week to a refuge for the homeless in
Oxford, to prepare the soup and to talk with them. Yet I must confess that I
dreaded it. I hated the smell, and was bored by the drunken conversation; I
knew that my soup was not a success and I longed to be home reading
books. Yet I do not regret those hours. Maybe the wall between me and my
brothers and sisters on the street was somewhat eroded.

Compassion will reshape our lives in ways that we never planned. When St
Dominic was a student at Palencia he let himself be touched by compassion
for the hungry and sold his books. He only stayed in the south of France and
founded the Order because he was moved by the plight of the people caught
in a destructive heresy. The whole of his life was moulded by response to
situations he never anticipated. This merciful man was at the mercy of
others, vulnerable to their needs. Learning compassion will wrestle from our
hands the tight control of our lives.

A word of life”

I have seen the Lord." This is more than the reporting of an event. Mary
Magdalene shares with her brethren the triumph of life over death, of light
over darkness. It is a word that brings the dawn that she witnessed "very
early in the morning”.

Catherine of Siena tells Raymond of Capua that we must be "doers rather
than undoers and spoilers".[15] We are formed as preachers through the
ordinary conversations that we have with others, the words that we
exchange in the common room and the corridors. We discover how to share a
word of life in our preaching, by being formed as brethren who offer each
other words that give hope, encourage, build up and heal. If we are people
who habitually offer words to other people which hurt, undermine, sap and
destroy, then however intelligent and knowledgeable we may be, we can
never be preachers. There is a Polish saying, "Wystygl mistyk; wynik cynik",
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which means: "The mystic has cooled down; the result is a cynic." We may be
the "dogs of the Lord" but we can never be cynics [16].

The word of the preacher is fertile. It fructifies. When Mary Magdalene meet
Jesus she mistook him for the gardener. Only it is not a mistake, because
Jesus is the new Adam in the garden of life, where death is defeated and the
dead tree of the cross bears fruit. So the natural allies of the preacher are the
creative people in our society. Who are the people struggling to make sense
of contemporary experience? Who are the thinkers, the philosophers, the
poets and the artists, who can teach us a creative word for today. They too
should help to form us as preachers.

A word that we have received.

How are we to find this fresh, compassionate creative word? I confessed at
the beginning of this letter that when I joined the Order I feared that I would
never be able to preach. This is a fear that often is still there. It is
embarrassing for a Dominican to confess that when I am asked to preach,
often my first reaction still is : "But I have nothing to say". But what is to be
said will be given, even if sometimes at the last moment. To receive the word
that is given, we have to learn the art of silence. In study and in prayer, we
learn to be still, attentive, so that we may receive from the Lord what he
gives us to share: "What I received from the Lord, is what I also delivered to
you". (1 Cor. 11:23)

Being still is for many the hardest part of formation. Pascal wrote "I have
discovered that the unhappiness of human beings comes from just one thing:
not knowing how to remain quietly in a room"[17]. Ultimately the preacher
must love "the pleasures of solitude" because that is when we receive gifts.
We have to nail ourselves to our chairs, not so that we may master
knowledge, but so that we may be ready and alert when it comes
unexpectedly, like a thief in the night. Finally we may come to love this
silence as the deepest centre of our Dominican lives. It is the time of gifts,
whether in prayer or study.

It demands discipline. "Truly, you are a God who lies hidden" (Is 45: 15). To
detect God's coming, we need ears that are acute, like those of a hunter.
Eckhart asks: "Where is this God, whom all creatures seek, and from whom
they have their being and their life? Just like a man who hides himself, and
who coughs and so gives himself away, so is God. No one is capable of
discovering God, if he did not give himself away." But God is there,
discreetly coughing, giving tiny hints to those who are able to hear if we are
silent. Often, later in your Dominican life, you will be overwhelmed by
demands on your time. Now is the time to establish a habit of regular silence
in the presence of God, to which you must cling all your life. It can make the
difference between mere survival and flourishing as a Dominican.
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Often people come to the Order with a new-found enthusiasm to share the
good news of Jesus Christ. You may wish to take immediately to the streets,
to storm the pulpit, to share your discovery of the gospel with the world. It
can be frustrating to join the Order of Preachers and then find that for years
you are tied to hours of boring study, reading dry books written by dead
men. We yearn perhaps to be on the road preaching the gospel, or sent on the
missions. We may be like those young men of whom Dostoyevsky wrote in
Brothers Karamazov, "who do not understand that the sacrifice of one's life is
in most cases perhaps the easiest of all sacrifices, and that to sacrifice, for
instance, five or six years of their life, full of youthful fervour, to hard and
difficult study, if only to increase tenfold their powers of serving truth so as
to be able to carry out the great work they have set their hearts on carrying
out - that such a sacrifice is almost beyond the strength of many of them”.

It is right that from the beginning we find ways of sharing the good news
with others, but the patient apprenticeship of silence is inescapable if we are
to communicate more than just our own enthusiasm. Dominic's memory was
a "kind of barn for God, filled to overflowing with crops of every kind"[18].
We need the years of study to fill the barn. It is true that Matthew 10:19 tells
us that we must not think beforehand what we are to say, but Humbert of
Romans informs those in formation that this text only applied to
apostles![19].

A shared word

A year ago I was walking through the tiny back streets of Ho Chi Minh City,
Vietnam, when I came across a little square, dominated by a statute of St
Vincent Ferrer. Standing on his pedestal, he looked the model preacher, the
solitary speaker lifted up above the crowd. We may wish to be preachers like
that, individual stars, the focus of attention and admiration.

The word of the preacher is not his. It is a word that we have received not
only in the silence of prayer and study but from each other. And so a
community of preachers should be one in which we share our deepest
convictions, as Mary Magdalene shared her faith in the Risen Lord with her
brethren. In the General Council we gather every Wednesday to read the
gospel together. Our sermons are the fruit of our common reflection. Modern
conceptions of authorship may make us possessive of our own ideas, and we
may think that any brother who uses them is committing robbery. But it is
the rich who believe firmly in private property. We share what we have
received and as mendicant friars we should not be ashamed to beg an idea
off anyone.

Our formation should also prepare us to preach together, in a common
mission. Jesus sent out the disciples two by two. It is tempting to claim an
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apostolate as my own and to guard it jealously from the other brethren. This
is my responsibility, my care, my glory. If I do that, then it may be that all
that I preach is myself. Humbert of Romans tells us to beware of people "who
realise that preaching is a particularly splendid kind of job and set their
hearts on it because they want to be important".[20] If we give in to this
temptation we may come to think that we are the good news for which
everyone is hungering. The most enjoyable teaching that I have ever done
was when I taught doctrine at Oxford with two other brethren. We prepared
the course together, and went to each other's lectures. We tried to teach the
students by introducing them into our discussions. The idea was that by
entering our conversation they could discover a voice of their own, rather
than be passive recipients of instruction.

Each brother speaks for the whole community. The most famous example of
this was in the early days of the conquest of the Americas. When Antonio
Montesino preached against the injustices done to the Indians, the city
authorities went to the Prior to denounce him. But the Prior replied that
when Antonio preached it was the whole community who spoke.

All this goes against the grain of an individualism which is characteristic
both of modernity and often of Dominicans. Indeed individualism is often
claimed with some pride as a typically Dominican characteristic. It is true
that we have a tradition which cherishes the freedom and the unique gifts of
each brother. Thanks be to God. Planning common projects in the Order can
be a nightmare. But we are preaching brothers and our greatest brethren,
though often pictured alone, usually worked in the common mission: Fra
Angelico was not a solitary artist but trained brethren in his skills; St
Catherine was surrounded by brothers and sisters; Bartolomeo de Las Casas
worked with his brethren in Salamanca for the rights of the Indians. Congar
and Chenu flourished as members of a community of theologians. Even St
Thomas needed a team of brothers to write down his words.

So our formation should liberate us from the debilitating effects of
contemporary individualism, and form us as preaching brothers. We will be
much more truly individual and strong if we dare to do that. In some parts of
the world, which have been more affected by this individualism, this may be
the great challenge for your generation: to invent and launch new ways of
preaching the gospel together. This you can do. There are many young in
formation, one in six of the brethren and over a thousand novices this year
for the nuns and sisters. Together you can do more than we can begin to
imagine now.

Conclusion

In 1217, shortly after the foundation of the Order, St Dominic scattered the
brethren, because "stored grain rots". He sent them on their way without
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money, like the apostles. But one brother, John of Navarra, refused to leave
for Paris unless he had money in his pocket. They argued, and finally
Dominic gave in and gave him something. This incident scandalised some of
the other brethren, but perhaps it is a good image of our formation. I am not
suggesting that your formators should give in to your every request, but that
our formation should be both exigent and compassionate, idealistic and
realistic. Dominic invites John to be confident, not with an arrogant self-
confidence, but confident in the Lord who will provide for him on the
journey, and in his brother who sends him. When he sees that he has not got
that far as yet, then he has mercy on him.

I pray that your formation may help you to grow in Dominic's confidence
and joy. The Order needs courageous and joyful young men and women
who will help us to found the Order in new places, refound it in others, and
develop new ways of preaching of the gospel. Sometimes, like brother John,
your confidence may falter. You may doubt your strength to set out on the
journey, or even whether it is worth while to do so. May such dark and
uncertain times become part of your growth as Christians, preachers,
brothers and sisters. When you feel lost and unsure, may you hear a voice,
unexpectedly close, saying, "Whom do you seek?”

Your brother in St Dominic

 fr. Timothy Radcliffe OP
Master of the Order of Preachers

Prot. N 50/99/398

__________________
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