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Merci beaucoup, Daniel, for this wonderful presentation. I must say that I was taken aback when I first read Daniel’s assessment of our main task as “to become a Pontifical Family”! But, like Roberto, I find Daniel’s image of bridge-building to be an apt description of our task at this point in history.  As he suggests, bridges provide meeting places, connections and access to terrain that was previously impossible to negotiate. Those of us who have been fortunate enough to travel there, may have envisioned the scenic Ponte Vecchio in Florence that inspired Catherine of Siena’s central image of Christ as “the bridge” by which God became one with us and with the cosmos: 

Look! It stretches from heaven to earth, joining the earth of your humanity with the greatness of the Godhead, This is what I mean when I say it stretches from heaven to earth–through my union with humanity.1 

In the Incarnation God created a bridge that promises safe passage in spite of all of the hostile spaces that we and our sisters and brothers around the world encounter in our world. “I gave you a bridge, my Son, so that you could cross over the river, the stormy sea of this darksome life, without being drowned.”2

But as Roberto pointed out, some of the most difficult projects of bridge-building are the challenges that we face within the Church and in our Dominican Family: Because my father was involved in the building business, the image led me to recall that building bridges is painstaking and dangerous work. People have lost their lives in that work and people have lost their lives on bridges that were poorly constructed, or where inferior materials that would not stand the test of time were used, or when necessary repairs were considered too costly.  Bridges under construction–especially over a long time–cause annoying delays and detours in our scheduled plans and busy lives. Daniel is right to remind us that there is a paschal dimension in all this. We cannot forget that Catherine’s bridge is finally the bridge of cross. If we remain faithful to our mission, we too will be called to lay down our lives freely for the sake of our friends.


One of the difficult things about our vocation as bridge-builders at this specific moment in the history of the Church is that many of us find ourselves called to reconstruct–or repair–bridges which we helped to construct several decades ago.  In some cases, those very bridges are in danger of being torn down or have fallen into disrepair. Given our numbers and our present resources, we also have to make strategic decisions about which bridges are truly essential.


With that in mind, let me comment briefly on three points in Daniel’s paper: 1) the question of our charism and mission which should be the central question in any of our proposed construction projects, 2) the question of where and how we can be effective in ecclesial bridge-building and whether we should focus our energies on working on canonical bridges to foster liturgical preaching by gifted and qualified lay persons, and 3) the question of the spirituality necessary for the long haul in this project of Dominican life and mission.

The Charism and Mission of the Order of Preachers


I was surprised to learn that one of the Dominican nuns who knows our history and tradition well questions the claim that preaching is the Dominican charism and states that if it were, the nuns would not be part of it.3 I have not yet read the paper to which Daniel alluded and I realize that people can use terminology in different ways. We would need to explore further what precisely she meant and why she said that. But this dispute about our charism is an important conversation to have in and with all branches of the Order.  It is not a new conversation to this body and those who have been in leadership in the DLC since the mid 1980s when the mission statement of the Dominican Leadership Conference began with the affirmation: “Preaching is at the heart of the Dominican vocation.” That same claim is one that the International Preaching Commission of the Order made in the letter we sent out after our first meeting in February: “Our most basic challenge is rediscovering that preaching is at the heart of our vocation and identity.”4

At this point in history, that claim might not be disputed widely in this body, but the fact that it is in our documents and on our websites doesn’t necessarily mean that it is written on our hearts or subscribed to by all of our members.  We need to take the next step in the construction process here.  What does this mean concretely?  How has it affected our decisions about which projects we will support and which we regrettably have to turn over to others? How has it affected our common life? What do houses of holy preaching look like?  Is this simply jargon or are we called to change some longstanding patterns in our houses, our ways of gathering, our commitment to contemplation and common study?  Who outside our boundaries recognizes our houses as spaces of contemplation, critical reflection, and celebration and joy that they are invited to share?  Do our houses and our collaborative ministries attract young people who share our passion for the Gospel, even if not our commitment to the vowed life?5

In addition, there are those within the Order who question whether women and men share the charism equally, and whether lay members and clerical members share the same charism, or whether in fact “the Dominican Order is a clerical order.” One of the concerns raised by one of the friars at the first meeting of the International Commission was about the statement in the Fundamental Constitutions of the Friars which states “Since the ministry of word and of sacraments of faith is a priestly office–ours is a clerical order whose mission the cooperator brothers, exercising in a special way the common priesthood, share in many ways.”6 Members of the Commission questioned whether that claim does justice to our experience as Dominican Family for the past twenty-five years and whether a Fundamental Constitutions is needed for the entire Dominican Family.  This is one of those important questions that requires honest–if difficult–dialogue based on study and critical reflection. One important resource for us is the presentation by Barbara Beaumont from Prouilhe in 2006 titled “The Coming of the Preachers.” In her talk, Barbara cautioned against simplistic historical claims about the ways that women and men have shared the charism of preaching from the beginning of the Order. But at the same time, she stressed that our historical origins do not determine the evolution of the Order under the guidance of the Holy Spirit in a very different time in history.7

Ecclesial and Canonical Bridges


The concern about fostering quality biblical and liturgical preaching, including preaching by qualified and gifted lay persons, has long been a passion of the DLC, of congregations of Dominican apostolic sisters, of many members of the Dominican laity and associates, and of many of the friars in the USA. That concern came through clearly in the replies sent to Santa Sabina in 2005 in response to the request from the Socii for Intellectual Life and Apostolic Life that every Dominican province, congregation, chapter, and monastery reflect on how the Dominican charism lives in them. When reviewing those responses at the first meeting of the International Commission on Preaching last February, members of the Commission remarked on the significant number of responses to that request that came from the United States, including all four provinces of friars and the vast majority of congregations of apostolic sisters. We noted that this may have been because of the significant number of apostolic sisters and also a number of lay members of the Order who have theological credentials and ministerial preparation for preaching that is equivalent to that of the ordained friars in addition to the well-organized network of promoters of preaching throughout the United States.


But in the larger structures of the institutional Church at the present time, preaching by qualified and gifted lay persons is one of those construction projects that has been ignored, dismantled, not funded, or not considered a priority. The focus of recent documents from Vatican congregations has been on restricting, rather than expanding, authorization of lay preaching in the liturgical context. This concern is too important to give up on and I think we need to be at the forefront of keeping the question alive. At the same time, I don’t think that petitions to Rome to change canon law or expand its interpretation, or even petitions to the General Chapter of friars to petition Rome, are the best ways forward in the present ecclesial climate.  Instead, I think we have to focus our energies on finding every creative way possible to engage in the preaching ministry in collaborative ways, not only friars and sisters, but members from all the branches of the Order. We also need to find ways to collaborate with other gifted and qualified preachers, ordained and lay.  Here I would highly recommend study and discussion of Liam Walsh’s article, “Sacra Praedicatio and Dominican Spirituality,”8 In that talk to the Dominican Sisters of Zimbabwe, Liam remarked that Dominic was a realist.  He described Dominic’s strategy in the following way: 

Faced with canonical structures set by the Church that seemed to block the realisation of his vision, he decided to live with those structures, but to walk around them....They were of little importance compared to the needs of the preaching. They would change one day. In the meantime the sacra praedicatio could go on....


This does not mean giving up on the study and disputatio that are needed in the Order and beyond to offer solid theological, biblical, and liturgical grounding for expanding the authorization of liturgical preaching by qualified baptized, but non-ordained, persons. As canon lawyers often remind us, the law of the Church evolves based on wisdom gained from pastoral practice and theological reflection, rather than the other way around. For a helpful recent discussion of this question that takes account of the most recent legislation, documents, and U.S. norms, see “Lay Preaching: By Whose Authority?” by Elissa Rinere, a canon lawyer in Hartford, Connecticut.9

Given the rhetoric that we often use in the United States, I think it is important –not just strategically, but also theologically--to shift our language from speaking of "our right to preach" to the vocation and mission to preach. In addition, this call is based on a gift of the Holy Spirit that is not located primarily in our Dominican profession. Rather it is a charism given in baptism, a gift that is ratified and intensified by our profession as Dominicans, but a gift that is not ours alone. Even more, we need to focus on the growing hunger for the word of God in our world and Church and how all those who have received this gift are needed to feed God’s people. We are not in competition with each other here--there is more than enough hunger to go around.

Dominican Spirituality in Our Day


The question of the kind of spirituality that will sustain us for the long haul is one that also needs our sustained attention if we are not to labor in vain. I can only touch on some crucial questions that I hope we will engage in more depth in the future. Daniel spoke of our Dominican spirituality as placing a strong emphasis on "the Living Word of God"–which we know is also the Wisdom of God-- and he called us to go deeper in tapping the rich resources in our own tradition. How does our commitment to preach the Gospel relate to our emphasis on promoting justice and peace and our more recent emphasis on right relationship with all of creation and developing an eco-spirituality? I think that they are deeply connected, but I agree that we need to make those connections more explicit and that, too, will involve study and disputatio. Daniel is right to call attention to the Dominican insights and resources that we can contribute to the world-wide concern about the future of the Earth and some of our members have begun to publish with that focus in mind.10 How is our passion for the Earth an expression of our passion for the Gospel? At the same time, how does our ecological and cosmological awareness expand our understanding of the Gospel? How do we welcome and celebrate “alternative sources of wisdom” and at the same time remain rooted in–and share–the riches of our own tradition so that we speak clearly out of a “faith that loves the Earth”?


Another major challenge that faces us--especially the women--is negotiating our ecclesial identity. Many of our members find themselves resonating with both titles of Barbara Brown Taylor's books--feeling called to "the preaching life," but at the same time "leaving Church" --at least on some level.  I think too of the title of the challenging book that was written by women who identified themselves as “radical feminists of color” in the 1980s titled This Bridge Called My Back.11 Some of our members–some of us, if we are honest--are simply weary of the task of reform and renewal within the Church, having been at this for a long time and encountering repeated setbacks in the process. 


Daniel observed that in some situations, specific images of Church are "bearers of death."  This is another area where I think we need to dig more deeply into what it means and has always meant to “be Church"–a community of believing disciples who carry on the life, preaching, and ministry of Jesus, commissioned and empowered by the Spirit of God.  As Daniel asked, “In North America, as preachers, which images of the Church, the ecclesia, do we want to promote?"  We spend a lot of time sharing our laments about Church leadership and structures, but in every expression of our frustration is an implicit and deeply-held conviction of what it means–and can mean–to be and live as the Church of Jesus Christ in our broken world. Likewise, beneath every setback or disappointment in collaboration is a hope of what could be. Perhaps we need to shift our focus in this morning’s discussion to the question: Which images and experiences of Church and Dominican Family are sources of life and hope for us? And what can we do together to connect and support those fragile, human efforts? What bridges can we build so that those creative efforts and communities don’t die out when a charismatic person or team is no longer able to carry them forward? All of which comes back to the focus of the present DLC Mission Statement: How–concretely–do we build relationships and collaborate in the mission of preaching the Gospel?

Mary Catherine Hilkert, O.P.

Akron Dominicans/International Preaching Commission
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