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Introduction

Talking about preaching: I can do it only from where I come from. I underline three elements. As a preacher, my field of ministry is adult religious education and the formation of religious educators at the Pastoral Institute (IP). I was a member of the general council in the nineties and I had the opportunity to meet many OP brethren and sisters in diverse countries and to see their apostolic life. And I am a North-American, with a Canadian touch and a Quebec accent. All this, and other unknown aspects maybe!, influence my way of looking at the challenges of preaching today. 

Frontiers for a Pontifical Family

We want to be at the frontiers. But at the frontiers, what will we find? In my travels, I crossed many frontiers in Europe, Africa, Middle-East. Some were nice and easy, others were frightening and unsafe. Sometimes, you have to wait for hours, like at the frontiers between USA and Canada. Frontiers are places of passage, with barriers and gates, more or less opened. And there, we can find trenches, gaps, that separate people, keep them indifferent or hostile to one another. As preachers, at the frontiers, our main task then is to become a Pontifical Family! In the literal meaning of pontifex, ponti-facere: to build bridges. And there is a paschal dimension in all this.

There was in the Middle Ages an order called the Fratres Pontifices, the Friars Pontiffs, founded just before the OP, in the 12th century. It was not an association of retired popes! They concretely built bridges, which was a great mission, fostering communication, commerce, and meetings between people, breaking up the frontiers. They built the famous Avignon bridge (cf. song: Sur le pont d’Avignon) They disappeared in the 14th century: they became rich and lazy, and stopped doing their work; and also, as this need was more and more taken in charge by society, they lost their mission and could not invent new ways of being pontifices. 

In a fragmented world, full of gaps and trenches, of fractures as said our brother Mgr Pierre Claverie
, murdered in Algeria in August 1996, preachers need to be bridge-builders, to bring people closer to one another. Beyond the fractures between North and South, East and West, the enriched and the impoverished, the voiceless and the big mouths.  Our mission as bridge-builders may be to promote a different kind of unity, that does not reduce human beings to exchangeable objects in a world of fast and provisory relationships, one which is not first of all given by the consumer’ way of life and the circulation of goods, or is imposed by the mere force of sophisticated weapons. This calls us to believe that differences are gifts of God and are a necessary, not optional, dimension for a real communion to exist, as Paul says about the body of Christ (1 Co 12).

Building bridges

Which gaps need bridge-builders, require that we work on lifting up the valley (Is 40,4) ? We are dealing here with many inter, as in inter-national, inter-cultural. Four main challenges, involving differences, conflicts and communion, call for our attentive commitment: : the inter-cultural, inter-religious, inter-gender, and inter-generational gaps, and also another one more inside our Church and Family, the inter-vocational one. 

The inter-cultural and inter-religious dialogues are, I think, the main challenges for our times. They are different but related to one another and they involve grasping with the inter-gender and inter-generational challenges; they are connected to one another. I live in a part of Montreal that is the most culturally and religiously diverse in Quebec. I just have to walk around at lunch to see people with African, Asian or Latino roots, or a Jewish family all dressed in black or Muslin women in coloured dress with their veil.

 We have now in Quebec’s Province a Commission (Taylor-Bouchard), established by the government, on reasonable accommodations. It deals with the challenge of living in a common society, with its shared values (to be identified), its Charts of Rights, its historical and cultural heritage and managing to make space for very different cultural and religious backgrounds and ways of life. This commission is now traveling in different parts of Quebec, hearing all kinds of interventions, from every group, lobby, association. We can hear there everything, from wide-open to very narrow and aggressive or confused and worried viewpoints, coming from all sides (christian, jewish, muslim, humanist, atheist,…), from immigrants, new citizens and those there for centuries, from old and young people. It is a fascinating debate, we do not know where it will lead. But one thing is sure: it clearly expresses main features and challenges of today’s context. 

For us preachers, these questions are crucial. How can we contribute, in the public space, to this kind of debate, in Canada and USA? How to promote a Christian worldview, with its openness and its limits too, in a respectful and convinced voice, while caring for the otherness that surrounds us? More immediately, in Montreal, as OP, we are involved in this at least in three ways, which I just give as examples of forms of preaching: there was a debate on these questions in our church two weeks ago, with different approaches; we will have next month a new course at the IP on the issue of Charter of Rights and religious freedom; a Christian community attached to our house is preparing an intervention at the Commission. Three forms of words, among others, that we offer as a limited but meaningful way to preach.

A wonderful example of preaching at the frontiers, and truly building intercultural bridges, is the commitment of the USA OP Family during the Iraq embargo and war. When I was at the general council, I was myself much involved and concerned with the OP in Iraq; I went many times in Mossoul and Baghdad. And your care for your family there, we have family in Iraq, was an impressive, caring and imaginative preaching. I am happy to have today the opportunity to thank you for this commitment. This was, I think, in the western world, apart from John Paul II, the strongest catholic voice that made itself heard. It was the voice of preachers at the frontiers, building real bridges and crossing frontiers. 

Hope, beyond depression and anger

Our preaching, in its diverse forms, has to face a more intimate challenge that touches North-American people, in the current cultural and spiritual state of their minds and hearts. It is the issue of hope, which is related to a sense of time. When the present time takes the whole space, the past and the future are timid onlookers with whom we do not dialogue much. The French Christian and socialist poet Charles Péguy said that hope is “this virtue that sees and loves what will be”. How do give a taste of this seeing and loving?

We had last month at the IP two courses by Lytta Basset, a woman pastor and theologian of the Reformed church in Switzerland. They were very successful, all kinds of people took part: one course was on depression and suicide, the other one was on anger. Not seen only from a psychological perspective, which is needed, but from a biblical and theological one; depression and anger, as holy
, as parts of our spiritual journey in becoming unique human beings able to relate to God, to others and to the whole creation. I think that many people in our societies are depressed and/or angry. This is more than a individual problem; it is the product of our confused and life-eating ways of life and their infrastructures, and it is related to a spiritual quest. 

As preachers, what can we do to face this issue? It requires much personal and spiritual accompaniment, more listening than talking, silence being the source of preaching as we know well. It also requires serious formation. Common sense is useful but insufficient, and some people are more gifted for that ministry. It requires also a deeper study of these issues in the Bible and in the spiritual Christian traditions, so that we may offer a perspective that is meaningful and grounded, and that nurtures hope. Another way of preaching, in connection with this issue, is through art: music, songs, stories, paintings, games, dances, performances, theatre, etc. Because to deal with this, words and silence are not sufficient, we need ways of expressing deeper feelings, emotions, fears, joys. This can only be sung or danced. And this is not only an individual mission. Fra Angelico, OP and patron saint of the artists, worked within a workshop, a bottega; it was a collective production. We may have still much to explore in that field, as a Family of Preachers. 

A faith that loves the earth

This is the title of a session given at the IP by our eldest member, br. Gaston. A preaching related to environmental issues is quite vital for the future not only of some personal meaning in life but for life itself. But how to do it is not obvious. First, our way of life may witness of our caring, and also the participation in some movements, networks, actions. But what else can we be and do as preachers? This kind of commitment, to be kept on  by ourselves as well as by other people, needs deeper spiritual roots. Pragmatic motivations are very useful, especially in the North-American culture, but they risk to be overlooked when immediate benefits are close at hand. I think that one contribution we could bring is to work more on building a Christian spiritual vision, that could inspire and motivate us as well as others. Taking into account biblical perspectives but also exploring the spiritual traditions from the first centuries to today, and especially our OP tradition. Do we have any particular witnesses, reflections, commitments, in our own history? I have no idea. It is important because actually, at least in my country, when eco-spirituality is talked about, it is very often inspired by eastern traditions, esoteric groups, Amerindian traditions; and some time Francis of Assisi may be mentioned. There is good stuff in all these but there is a wide ignorance of our heritage in that field. 

As OP, it is especially important for us because of our origins: Dominic was involved with meeting people from new religious movements, influenced by eastern and esoteric traditions, the Cathares and with a specific world-view about creation, which was seen basically as bad and to be escaped from. I just want to underline the fact that as OP we need open eyes and ears about what is proposed in the current eco-spiritualities. Sometimes, it sounds more in line with the speeches of national socialism in the thirties, which had a specific and central viewpoint about nature, returning to pagan mythologies and getting rid of the Judaeo-Christian tradition. And If we look at the groups fighting for animal rights in France, many are connected to the extreme right-wing political party of Front national, ready to protect seals but also to drive away the Arabs from France. So, it is an ambiguous field. Maybe, we can do something there, as preachers.

Behind the screens 

Preaching today requires of us a presence in the new media. This is quite obvious and we are working on it, but anyway, I do not think we have a choice as preachers. Dominic used the oral communication, in different places, because it was at his time the main medium  that could influence people, call them to conversion. Today, the media, especially those of the major leagues, are the main sources for defining meaning and values, what is real and worth and what is not, in our culture. They play the role that in the past was more the one of the religion and the family. And is some way, we can say of them what Marx said of religion in the 19th century: they are the opium of the people, providing at the same time a release of suffering and an escape. The current mix of entertainment and information witnesses to this. In the same time, alternative networks of communication are arising, offering other approaches and horizons. And for Justice and Peace issues, it is quite encouraging. 

We can debate whether we should be present in the big media, controlled by the multinational corporations or by the state, or if we should rather stay away from them and build up our own networks or partnerships. But in one way or the other, we have to be there, especially with regards to the younger generations, 9 out of 10 using all this technology every day. I am quite an amateur in this field, so I cannot give much advice! But I know, for example, that the site we started in Canada, Spiritualite2000, is probably one of the best preaching project at the frontiers that we did. It involves a diversity of expertises and personal gifts, men and women, religious and laity, young people and elderly. It reaches out to people we would never meet otherwise, through diverse means: reflections, prayers, readings, paintings, witnesses, spiritual accompaniment, meditations, Scriptures commentaries (my participation), etc.  And we live in North America, which media have an impact on the rest of the world, for good and for bad. 

Images of the Church

Our preaching, in the footsteps of Dominic, cannot be indifferent to building up an ecclesial network, renewing this sense of convocation and mission that constitutes a Christian community. But which Church do we want to raise as OP? There are many images of the Church, the ecclesia, in the New Testament: assembly, body, vineyard, family, couple, nation, temple, house, boat, disciples, etc., which come mainly from the social relationships, more personal or more political, and from the experience of work. The images that we prefer and promote as preachers, in our words, commitments and ways of life, have implications and consequences.

I was strongly reminded of this last August. I was in Burundi as facilitator for the assembly of the brothers from Rwanda and Burundi. We worked together on a difficult but crucial theme, the differences and unity between them (country, ethno-political group, ages, theology, spiritual sensitivities, etc.) At some point, they discussed about this issue of building up the Church in this part of the  world. And they had a very remarkable theological debate about the images of the Church. It put together contextual, biblical, personal and  pastoral dimensions, in relationships with their mission. Some were very opposed to any use of the images of temple, house, nation, because in the church buildings, thousands of people who went there for protection had been slaughtered. So, these images were dead, bearers of death. Other images, as family and assembly, had to be chosen. Others, on the contrary, said that they could not let go the sense of sacred space, with its deep biblical roots and sensitivity to memory and gathering. Otherwise, history could not keep on. I mention this just to say that our images of the Church are not neutral or secondary. They have an impact on our apostolic life. In North America, as preachers, which images of the Church, the ecclesia, do we want to promote?

For ourselves, we use the image of Family. Most of the new communities, born after Vatican II, have an inter-vocational approach; They share a common mission; some as lay people, married or celibate, others as religious, as priests; some of them live together. These new communities attract many young people. Contrary to many religious communities, as OP we already have this sense of family, while others are just beginning to develop associates or friends, partners. We need to deepen this sense of a Family of Preachers, to extend our understanding of ourselves as well as our collaborations. The Commission on Preaching talked about a Fundamental Constitution for the Family as such. This  is something to keep on working on. I work at the IP within a team of ten professors, men and women (one being a lay op), religious and laity. It is a gift and a pleasure to be part of this team but for me it also says something about preaching today. 

Preaching within Eucharist

At the Commission on Preaching, we have to work on the issue of preaching in a liturgical (Eucharistic in fact), context for OP women.  It raises questions related to our mission but first more with the issue of vocation and ministry. In the eighties, I was part of a small OP community in a new suburb, south-shore of Montreal. There (as in other places at that time), at the eucharist on Sunday, at the parish, the woman who was coordinator of this assembly used to preach. There was then no problem; she was mandated by the bishop and she was accepted by the people. We thought then that this was the beginning of a new era that would lead to deeper changes. As you may have noticed, it is not yet the case. 

For sure, at least in some contexts like mine, preaching in that form and context is not a priority, since there are so few people now in our churches and eucharistic assemblies. And I also believe that our mission today as preachers is to reach out to people who are not in our assemblies. But meanwhile, and I know this is an important concern for OP apostolic sisters in USA, what steps can we make? Cathy can better answer this than me. But to remain faithful to our OP tradition, we have to face this issue with three concerns: we are part of the Church, not outside it; we want to be prophetic, calling the Church and ourselves to renewal; we are part of a Family of Preachers, not isolated units. Then maybe, we have to start building bridges between these three dimensions as such.   

An unique Identity

Another way of looking at our challenge of preaching is to look at us, preachers, especially the OP who are committed to apostolic religious life, since here this is the part of the Family that is present. The identity of a religious congregation is usually given by its charism. But this notion of charism is quite recent in the theology of religious life and not that clear yet. An OP cloistered nun, who knows well our history and tradition, wrote that preaching is not the OP charism, since as nuns they would not be part of it
. She talks instead of the charism of apostolic life. I prefer myself to use other categories to name better our identity as Preachers. The unique identity of a religious community is given by three related elements: a specific mission, i.e. a common passion, that is rooted in an inspiring spirituality and is expressed through a way of life. Our mission is preaching, our spirituality strongly emphasizes the Living Word of God, our way of life includes community life and vows. The more these three elements are connected, supporting one another, the more we have a clear identity and find happiness in being who we are. If each element is self-autonomous (tasks to do as mission, some devotion as spiritual source and practical motivations for organizing our life), it may work for some time but we lose gradually the uniqueness and happiness of our religious commitment and of our mission as preachers. 

To these elements. I add two others that situate this living identity in a time frame and makes of it a living tradition: an historical heritage and an openness to the future. The more we can identify clear components for each of these five elements and connect them together, the more we will be conscious of ourselves and take responsibility to faithfully walk in this path and offer it to others. Formation and government have the role of serving this common, shared identity.

With regard to preaching, I just want to stress some aspects. Our OP spirituality is quite rich, and is made of many paradoxes that are part of who we are: fraternity in assembly, study in dialogue, prayer that blesses and intercedes, mercy with open-eyes, …. It means that preaching is a complex adventure, aimed at human beings who are complex. As for the way of life, preaching for us, religious, cannot be disconnected from our community life. As for the historical heritage, here in the USA it is quite impressive as I saw in the book sent to me
. You were here much before the OP were in Canada! I think that this interest and study of our history, with its challenges and witnesses, is essential to our preaching mission today. We have to go beyond the dominant culture of the instant, the cult of the here and now, to be able to propose a wider horizon of meaning and values and in order to see ourselves as bearers of a treasure to receive and to transmit .

Formation for Preaching

The Fratres Pontifices, because of their mission, developed many expertises: to build up bridges, you need architects, engineers, experts in land and water, diverse building workers and technicians, etc. To preach today, by being involved in public debate, through spiritual accompaniment and arts, by our presence on the web, by teaching and forming more articulated and committed Christians, within liturgical context, by being also a family as such, we need then to be very sensitive and intentional about our initial and continuing formation. This means to plan ahead, to foresee more than the urgent tasks and the institutions that we have now. 

On inter-religious dialogue, on Islam or Buddhism, on anthropology and economics, on eco-spirituality, on the know-how for our presence on the web, on arts and crafts, on celebrations, on our own heritage, and always on the Scriptures, who is now receiving a serious formation in our provinces and congregations? What part of our budget is dedicated to this? In some way, practically and immediately, it is the most important challenge for our preaching at the frontiers. Otherwise, ten years from now, what projects and ventures will we share about and give thanks for? Being directly involved in the educational world, I may be more sensitive to this. But I know, simply for the future of the Church as such in my country, formation of articulated and dedicated Christians and lay and ordained ministers is the key issue.

Conclusion
To be present at the frontiers and to cross these frontiers, we need authentic passports. The best I know, as spiritual passports for passages, are faith, hope and love. It may open many gates and barriers and build up all kinds of bridges. 
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