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We started this morning by looking at our root shock, the shared trauma that the Church has suffered, the wounding of our common home in the Church. We are summoned to live again by the rhythm of the Last Supper, sharing the bread that gathers us into communion, and sharing the cup which propels us onwards towards the Kingdom. This is the deep breathing of the Church, which oxygenates the lifeblood of Christ’s body, which is our home. How are we to heal the wounds of Christ’s body? How are we to learn to breathe again?

In his sermon at the meeting of the Primates of the Anglican Communion, Rowan Williams reminded us that the Church is a sanctuary. He said: ‘A sanctuary. But remember the two meanings of the word sanctuary in common use. A sanctuary, yes; a temple for God; but a sanctuary – a place of refuge, a place of asylum, to use a very current word. A place where those who need a home and have none may find it. So that to be built by God into a sanctuary, a living temple, is not to be built into some closed holy space. It is to be built into a temple whose doors are open, where God is to be found and God’s peace makes a difference. In all these respects, what deep conversion is required of us? How readily we turn to anxious striving, as if Christ had not died and been raised. How awkwardly we sit with one another to pray together and worship together. How easy it is for us to close our doors. But, we are called to be a kingdom of priests, and to be built as a holy temple so that the world may be invited, may see, may be transfigured.’ 

The Archbishop insists that the rebuilding of this home requires a deep conversion. I would like to explore in this lecture how this conversion must touch how we speak to each other. For Christians, words can give life or death, hurt or heal. In the beginning was God’s word, and that Word became flesh among us. You are here for the ‘Spirituality Convention’, and at the heart of any Christian spirituality is how we use words. This is one of the most morally responsible acts of any human being. As Emily Dickinson said:

Could mortal lip divine

The undeveloped freight

Of a delivered syllable

Twould crumble at the weight.

Let us begin with the words that we do not speak, the silences that hurt the Church. Why do we say so little each other?

The roots of this silence go back a long way, some people argue as far back as the Thirty Years War in the seventeenth century. It is almost impossible for us to imagine the sheer brutal horror of that war, in which Christians turned on each other with a blood thirstiness that hitherto unknown. And one bitter fruit of that rending of the body of Christ was silence. There were things that could no longer be discussed, either between Christian Churches or within Churches. There was a new dogmatism. There was less discussion than in the medieval Church, in which one could argue for virtually any crazy position. Stephen Toulmin, of the University of South Carolina, argues that ‘from then on backsliders met with no mercy. Theological commitments were not less rigorous and demanding but more. There was less chance for critical discussion of doctrine, not more. For the first time, the need to close ranks and defend Catholicism against Protestant heretics was an occasion for elevating key doctrines out of the reach of reappraisal, even by the most sympathetic and convinced believers. The distinction between “doctrines” and “dogmas” was invented by the Council of Trent. Counter-Reformation Catholicism was thus dogmatic, in a way that the pre-Reformation Christianity of, say, an Aquinas could never have been.
’  

So the great wounding of Christendom in the seventeenth century introduced a great silence into the life of the Church. We had to tow the party line, to stick to dogmatic positions in the face of the enemy. Anyone who raised questions or entertained doubts was subverting the common cause. They were fifth columnists, on the side of the enemy, crypto-Protestants. And Toulmin shows that there was just the same sort of dogmatism to be found in the Protestant Churches as well. It was not especially Catholic. It was just the beginning of modernity. So there is a certain beauty that in seeking to understand how to find a way forward, I have twice appealed to the words of the Archbishop of Canterbury, then head of a communion which was separated from ours at that very painful time. 

We still have not left  behind that silence. In Called to be Catholic, the founding declaration of The Catholic Common Ground Project, we are warned that ‘across the whole spectrum of views within the church, proposals are subject to ideological litmus tests. Ideas, journals, and leaders are pressed to align themselves with pre-existing camps, and are viewed warily when they depart from those expectations.’ The destruction of the common home of Christianity in Europe brought us centuries ago into a sort of politics of identity. You must say the right thing to belong. ‘Is she sound?’ Church Catholics may ask? ‘Is he open?’ Kingdom Catholics ask in turn. Are they one of us? I am reminded of a text from Augustine: ‘The clouds of heaven thunder forth throughout the world that God’s house is being built. But these frogs sit in their pond and croak: “We’re the only Christians”’
The Second Vatican Council attempted to break this silence. John XXIII wished it to be a pastoral Council and not a dogmatic Council. He commented that one proposed document had 17 centimetres of condemnations. He himself is only known to have made one infallible declaration. When he visited the Master’s terrace in S Sabina, the HQ of the Dominicans, he is reported to have said, ‘This is the best view in Rome, and that is infallible!’ But the Council left lots of things unsaid, or at least unresolved. Maybe that was necessary and unavoidable if the Council were ever to end. But we have since been haunted by what the Council did not said. 

But the silence was most evident in 1968, in response to Humanae Vitae. Priests who expressed disagreement were silenced. Millions of lay people just choose silence for themselves. There were areas of their own lives that were not spoken about anymore, not even in the confessional. The spread of our shared language retreated a little bit. And then other issues, such as the ordination of women are declared to be outside discussion. 

It is important to see that this silence is not just a Catholic or a Christian problem. It is characteristic of a world that has long suffered from a crisis of homelessness, the traumas of root shock. Everywhere there are pressures to build communities of the like-minded. One form of this is the rise of PC, Political Correctness. This raises really tough questions that we have not time to debate. I must say that I was astonished at the outrage that greeted the hypothesis of the President of Harvard that men and women might just have different mental skills. I have never read his speech. Maybe he did say something that was unacceptable. But the reports in the English press suggested that he did not, merely that he raised questions that one is not allowed even to discuss. 

Of course some things should not be said: anything that destroys the public reputation of a person, the denial of the fundamental dignity of any group – women or races or the poor, the denial of some scandalous event such as the Holocaust. Not everything can be said. But surely the Church must become a place of scandalous freedom in which we dare to float ideas, test hypotheses, affirm an awkward and unpopular truth, tell the Emperor that he has no clothes on. We can never draw near to the mystery unless we have the playful freedom of the children of God, to experiment and make mistakes, and grope after the truth. 

Silence can be due to discretion. It was one of the characteristics of the wise in the Old Testament. But often it is the silence of the tomb, the extinguishing of the word of life. We believe in the Resurrection in which God’s word broke the silence of grave on Easter morning. And so we must dare to speak. 

How then are we to speak? What might be a spirituality of speaking and listening? Talking is about the encounter with what is different. It is meeting those who think differently from ourselves, who feel differently, who live in different worlds. We each owe our existence to the encounter of difference. Each of us is the fruit of the meeting of a man and a woman. As the French politician said ‘Vive la différence!’  Difference is the source of fertility and new life. I visited an ecological farm in Benin, run by the Dominicans, and the founder, Nzamujo, delighted to tell me that the pigs where the result of fat white Yorkshire pigs breeding with small black African pigs, like me and him! 

One of the ways in which modernity tends to be sterile is that it fears difference and takes shelter in the same. The destruction of the home, root shock, makes us nervous of those who are unlike us, but unless we take that risk, then we shall have no children. Is it altogether a coincidence that in the West birth rates are plummeting? When we must deal with strangers then the typical model of modernity is that of the law court. When we cannot agree then the law must decide. Language is adversarial. Only one side wins. 

The Church too will only have children if we dare to take the risky, stimulating adventure of encountering what is other. Often we too fall back in the adversarial, which is the rejection of the encounter. This happens on both sides. John Cornwell, a well known English liberal, wrote a book called ‘The Pope in Winter: The dark side of John Paul II’s papacy. He presented the case against the Pope. Andrew Greeley, reviewing it for the London Tablet, wrote that ‘Cornwell has prepared a powerful solicitor’s brief against the present papal administration.
’ Hans Kung was a founding member of Concilium and his later works on the Church tend in the same direction, seeking to convict the opposition. But many people on the other wing of the Church work in the same manner, listening for error, out to get people of unsound views, and to convict them of heresy. This is what John Allen calls ‘Taliban Catholicism.
’ 

Cardinal Yves Congar wrote that the first condition of Church reform was caritas, ‘that selfless, unsentimental love that wills only the good of the other.
’ This is not just a matter of the heart but of the head. It is using one’s intelligence to understand those who are different. It is speaking and listening in ways that create communion. 

Last summer I took part in a General Chapter of the Order. The document on preaching produced a lot of heated discussion. It is a topic that Dominicans care about! The paper proposed that ‘we must learn humility, to be docile before the wisdom and language of others’ experience, where we as preachers receive much more than we give. Like Dominic we are but beggars, waiting in silence for a word from God and from others.’ But some brethren at the Chapter reacted strongly. We must proclaim the gospel and the doctrines of the Church. We have a teaching to offer. It was a typical clash  between Kingdom and Church Catholics.  Of course, we amended the text and found our way forward to a more or less amicable consensus! 

Afterwards I reflect upon how much more we might have done, if there had been time. This was a meeting of different views that could have been more fertile. It would mean not just hearing the words of other brethren, but understanding their experiences. What are the stories of their lives make them think differently about preaching?  Some of the brethren spoke from the long experience of dialogue with Islam, from the endless humble patience of trying to make friendships with those of another faith. Others from an utterly different experience, of struggling to survive under Communism, or clinging on to faith despite persecution, of daring to hold firm to their beliefs. 

We have to hear not just each other’s words, but also the experience from which they spring. Wittgenstein wrote that the meaning of a word is its use in the language. How is my brother using this word? Am I attentive to what it means in the context of his life story?  Does he mean something different by that word than I do? When I arrived in Rome I gave a document to an American Dominican and asked for his comments on it. He said that it was ‘quite good.’ I was rather hurt. For an English person that means that it is rather bad. It took me awhile to discover that in American usage that is praise! 

When we speak about what is most profound in our hearts, then we speak from somewhere. We speak out of the hurts and the joys that have shaped our minds. We are each the inhabitant of a mental home. We all speak from somewhere, some bounded and shaped place, with its mental maps and sign posts. This gives us identity. But each such home offers its own access to God, its own window on eternity. 

Seamus Heaney, the Irish poet and Nobel Laureate, writes of that experience of his home which is Northern Ireland, and whose contours and land and vocabulary formed him. But standing there he can glimpse a boundless sky. He wrote: ‘The Romans kept an image of Terminus [the god of boundaries], in the Temple of Jupiter on Capitol Hill and the interesting thing is that the roof above the place where the image sat was open to the sky, as if to say that a god of the boundaries and borders of the earth needed to have access to the boundless, the whole unlimited height and width and depth of the heavens themselves. As if to say that all boundaries are necessary evils and that the truly desirable condition is the feeling of being unbounded, of being king of infinite space. And it is that double capacity that we possess as human beings – the capacity to be attracted at one and the same time to the security of what is intimately known and the challenges and entrancements of what is beyond us – it is this double capacity that poetry springs from and addresses. A good poem allows you to have your feet on the ground and your head in the air simultaneously.
’ One might say the same thing about a good spirituality. 

When we encounter someone different then we may first spot where they are located, how they are unlike me. He is Irish and not like me, English. She is a woman, and not like me, a man. He is a young, prickly Conservative Catholic, and not like me, who is a delightful and open-minded liberal. But really to hear what they say, I must tip toe onto their ground, imagine myself at home in their home, and discover the open roof above, and the infinity that it discloses. Jesus the Jew gathered his disciples in a particular land at a particular time, and sat with them around a particular table to share his body and blood and to open the way to the boundless spaces of the Kingdom.

Gustavo Gutieerez and Hans von Bathasar are as different as you can imagine. One is a liberation theologian from the slums of Lima, Peru, and the other a Swiss Aristocrat. The first one joined the Dominicans and the second left the Jesuits. Each are symbolic figures, the one of Kingdom Catholics and the other of Church Catholics. Each stands on different ground. But each is essentially a mystic, thirsty for the unnameable God. We must not stand outside and view the limits of their homes, but enter and look upwards with them to same unutterable transcendence where they are united. Each occupies particular ground so as to reach into infinity. 
This attention to the other demands that I accept that he or she will stand for truths which do not sit easily with what I hold. Their convictions are different. As the great Bishop Butler said at the Council,  ‘Ne timeamus quod veritas veritati noceat’,  ‘Let us not fear that truth can endanger truth.’  No encounter can be fertile unless I dare to entertain, at least for a while, convictions which appear to be incompatible. I must dare to live provisionally, unsure, seeking again a coherence which I have lost. Indeed as William Carlos Williams wrote:

“Dissonance

(if you are interested)

leads to discovery.
”

This means that I must be drawn beyond loyalty to a party by a more fundamental loyalty, which is to the truth. For it is the truth that will set me free. It is in the truth that liberates that Kingdom and Church Catholics can meet. 
Fertility is the encounter with what is different. We can have babies! Jesus says to the disciples at the Last Supper, ‘In my father’s house there are many rooms.’ (John 14.20). God’s home is spacious and wide. This is not saying that you can believe what you want, because God is so broadminded that the truth does not matter. I cannot imagine God saying ‘Oh, so you think my son married Mary Magdalene, do you? That’s fine by me. De Vinci Code or the Summa Theologica. All the same by me’ It is much more exciting than that. 

The good shepherd leads his sheep out of the tight and tiny boxes in which we lock ourselves into his spacious pastures. We must trust the voice of the shepherd who liberates us from narrow ideologies, and small vocabularies. We must find ways of speaking which are spacious. As Robert Jenson wrote, ‘God can, if he chooses, accommodate other persons in his life without distorting that life. God, to state it as badly as possible, is roomy.
’ And that means that we need to find ways of talking that are roomy!

In Larry’s Party the Canadian novelist Carol Shields explores how language offers us a home to live in. Larry’s first marriage broke up because he and his young wife did not have a language that was large enough for them to find and love each other. Finally when they are reconciled it is because their language is spacious enough for them to be together for the first time. Larry asks, ‘Was that our problem? That we didn’t know enough words?
’  Shakespeare described himself as ‘a man on fire for new words.
’ 

The Church is held in unity because the ever-fertile Holy Spirit hovers over the nest, and hatches new words in which we can belong together. In the fourth century, there were two incompatible ways of understand Christ. To vastly over-simplify, there were the Antiocheans, who believed in a very human sort of Jesus, who struggled and thought and was tempted like us. Otherwise, they argued, what would we have to do with him? And there were the Alexandrians who believed in a majestic and divine Jesus. Otherwise, they argued, how could we be saved? Two theologies, two ways of seeing the world, two geographies of the heart and mind, rooted in two very different sorts of culture: Alexandria the heir to the great theocratic world of the Pharaohs, and Antioch, a thriving democratic Greek city. The encounter passed through all sorts of conflicts and tensions but ultimately it was fertile with the Christology of Chalcedon in the fifth century. 

For successful breeding to take place, one needs difference, but not radical incompatibility. You cannot get sheep and goats to bread with each other. If horses and donkeys breed, then they can only produce infertile mules.  Orthodoxy is the wide open space within which successful breeding can take place. If one maintains that Jesus was an eater of magic mushrooms or a Martian, then this is unlikely to make for fertility. There is not enough in common for there to be intercourse, in any sense. 

How different can two believers be for the encounter to be fertile? This is a complex question. Of course ultimately we must share orthodoxy. This is a wide and spacious terrain. I detest I twhen people use the word ‘orthodox’ to mean conservative. But even if someone says something which is clearly unorthodox, my first reaction must be to see what truth they are trying to say rather than their error. They may be struggling to say something true, even if they are putting it in a way that is untrue. If a Christian asserts that Jesus is just another manifestation of God, like Krishna, then I believe that he is wrong. This is incompatible with our faith. But maybe he is trying to something true which I need to heed. Heresy has been called ‘trapped light.’ One must find a way to let out the light that is there. 

All this needs time. If you have ever tried to breed pandas, then you will know that much time is needed. They ignore each other for a long time, and pretend that the other panda does not exist. Finally there may be the merest hints of acknowledgement, moments of aggression, before finally, if one is very blessed, there may be a tiny panda on the way. That is why pandas as so rare. Christian thinkers are almost as slow as pandas, though fortunately much more numerous. 

In the sixth Catholic common Ground Initiative Lecture this year in Washington, John Allen gave a superb lecture on ‘The Spirituality of Dialogue among Catholics.’ I was very proud to see that he quoted me, and since I have no recollection where or when I said this, then all that I can do is to quote him quoting me! "There can only be dialogue if we take time. It took 400 years for the Christology of Chalcedon to emerge. If we disagree with someone, then one cannot make progress if one has put down a 20-minute meeting in the diary. The crucial issue is this: To what do we give that most precious gift which is time? God only gives us a little of it: 27,000 days on average. How shall we use them? If the unity of the church is important, then we need to give time to those with whom we tussle, time to understand and to be challenged. A culture of activism means not just that we are all too busy, but that we are busy doing what is not perhaps so important." 

At this stage you may be tempted to say that this all sounds very lovely and beautiful, but will anything happen? To heal the polarization of the Church we need more than a spirituality; we need action. I would briefly suggest that we need two things: places in which such conversations can take place, and leadership. 

Pandas need the right context in which to breed. They do not like doing it in zoos with people looking through the bars and through bamboos at them. They need to be free. We need places of what the German philosopher Habermas calls ‘undistorted communication.’ These are places in which communication is not skewered by relationships which intimidate or threaten, in which the dignity of all the participants is recognized. We need to places in which we can speak without fear and prejudice. We may need places in which we are able to get angry, and be reconciled. Cardinal Bernadin’s Common Ground initiative was aimed at the formation of such a place, and it still continues. We need others. There are the New Wineskins conferences at Notre Dame, which bring together young moral theologians of every theological tendency, to try to discuss moral issues freely and without fear.

I had a fascinating experience recently in England, when Cherie Blair, the wife of the Prime Minister and a well-known lawyer in her own right, organised a meeting on the role of Catholics in political life. It was triggered by the debates over whether John Kerry should be admitted to communion since he had supported legal measures in favour of abortion. We had a speaker from Opus Dei and also a liberal Scottish lawyer who took the opposite line. I had the unenviable task of summing up the debate and trying to move beyond the dichotomy of their positions. It was fruitful and fun. It was the initiative of lay woman, admittedly a well known one. We do not have to wait for a hierarch to take the first step. 

We also need lots of small initiatives are diocesan and parish level. Often people complain of The Institutional Church, as if there are just small and lonely individuals confronting a vast and monolithic institution. But the Church is a complex web of institutions, which include not just the hierarchy but religious orders, universities, fraternities and guilds, new movements, periodicals and so on. We need lots more institutions, which open up spaces and places in which we may talk freely to those who are different and be fertile. We need institutional creativity. 

And this means leadership, people who dare to take the initiative. Nearly everyone admits that in the States there is a crisis of Church leadership. At a recent Congress in Los Angeles, Richard Gaillerdetz, a lay theologian at the University of Toledo, gave an assessment of how the Church is doing here. He gave a D for the structures and exercise of leadership, and everyone cheered. I do not need to go on about it, since everyone else does, but it is clear that the crisis over sexual abuse was also a crisis of the leadership of the Church in America. People feel let down. 

It is not for me as an outsider to make comments on your bishops, and anyway, this is a conference on Spirituality and not on the government of the Church, and so I will just say this: Leadership is the task of every baptised Christian. That it might be in some exclusive sense the task of bishops seems to be a strange and very modern idea. Many of the great reformers of the Church like St Francis of Assisi and St Catherine of Siena and Dorothy Day were not bishops. They were not even ordained. They were lay people and often women. 

Christian leadership is essentially the obligation on each of us to dare to take the first step. It is the courage to step out in front and risk getting hurt. Rabbi Hugo Gryn describes the Talmudic legend of Nachshon ben Amminandab: ‘Nachshon was a boy who stood with his people on the shores of the Red Sea. Behind them came the pursuing Egyptians, ahead of them the deep and dangerous waters. When Moses urged Israel to move forward, they were fearful and hesitated. But Nachson jumped and it was only then that the waters parted.
’ 

 [When Alexander the Great was storming a city in Asia, he suddenly found that he was alone. He was standing on the walls of the city and his own troops were retreating, and the enemy was all around him. He had a choice. Either he could jump out of the city and join the retreat. Or else he could jump into the city all alone, and go for victory. He jumped in. His own troops rallied around him and the city was captured. Admittedly he was wounded and eventually died, but he was great! If he had jumped the other way, then who would have ever heard of him today? That is the choice that you face today. Will you jump out of city, and join the retreat, or will you dare to jump in? ]

My favourite parable of leadership is that of the Prodigal son. He dared to take the first step of coming home, without waiting to be receive a word from his father that he would be welcomed. And his father took the step towards him, without waiting to be asked for forgiveness. Leadership is taking the first step. Both the Father and the Son show leadership. This is a leadership that the Pope has often shown in reaching out for dialogue with the Orthodox and with Muslims. He took the risk and often was rebuffed. But it is not only the role of Popes and bishops to do this. Historically it has usually been other people, often lay people. The great virtue that we need in the Church today is courage. It is easier and safer to blame other people, especially the hierarchy. 

St Augustine says in a sermon, ‘You all say “the times are troubled, the times are hard, the times are wretched” Live good lives and you will change the times by living good lives. You will change the times and then you will have nothing to grumble about.
’ Maybe we like having something to grumble about. But the Holy Spirit is poured upon us to do something new, if we dare. Let us not be fatalistic. We can build a Church which is a home in which we can all belong, and be healed of our root shock. We may even breed better than the pandas. 
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