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Last Sunday, the 17th, and the Sunday before, the 10th, I was blessed to participate in Eucharistic celebrations at Santa Sabina, central home of the Order of Preachers, in Rome. I prayed at the engraved marble slab in the floor that reminds us that Dominic prostrated himself in prayer in this basilica. I also stood at a similar engraved slab that recalls that the relics of two women martyrs, Sabina and Seraphia, from the early second century, are buried beneath the basilica. Tradition also has it that the mansion on this site, that preceded the basilica, was the home of the first community of Christian nuns in Rome, founded by St. Marcella, in the 4th century. So, I feel that perhaps today I still carry breath in my lungs that has remnants of the air of this Santa Sabina—home to the Order of Preachers for nearly 800 years—and now home to Dominican Sisters International, appropriately located at the site where the first community of nuns in Rome lived more than 1,600 years ago. How remarkable to physically link the place of ancient nuns, Dominic, the Order he “friended,” and Dominican Sisters International, with this place where an Italian Dominican missionary—born 200 years ago—founded one of the many apostolic congregations of Dominican Sisters in the U.S.
We are standing on the threshold of the 10-year observance of the 800th anniversary of the Order of Preachers. It seems fitting that an 800 year anniversary have a ten year celebration!

Readings for this 25th Sunday of the Year, while we are gathered for the 55th assembly of the DLC, are challenging. They touch on a common theme:

Living in God’s Wisdom demands choices and behavior that are counter-cultural and that will involve painful consequences.  
I hear these questions in the Scriptures:

· What truths “reproach” us and are “obnoxious” to us?

· How do we set ambition and envy aside and cultivate mercy, gentleness, and peace?

· How do we embrace and stand with those in our world who have no standing? Who are “other”?

· How do we become last and servant of all?

The 1206 foundation in Prouilhe with a small group of women—3 initially—was counter-cultural activity for that day. The surrounding culture was dominated by a heresy that considered the material world evil; that required living as if dead to that world. We are similarly surrounded—immersed in—a culture dominated by another heresy that proclaims:

· that being first, being number one, is the most important thing;

· that material possessions are the measure of a person;

· that more is better;

· that violence and war are the ways to settle conflicts;

· that the one without standing—the “other”—is to be feared;

· that safety from the “other” is worth any price;
· that security is the ultimate value and right.

The Scriptures that our Church offers us today present a challenge to this heresy dominant in our present culture. As we reflect on the Words of Wisdom—written a century or two before Jesus walked the earth—imagine that the speaker’s voice is ours.  What voice of truth is “obnoxious” to us? What truth “reproaches” us or charges us with “violations of our training”?  
The “reproach,” the voice, most “obnoxious” to me is the challenge to my own lifestyle. I find it difficult to imagine what Dominic’s example of radical, voluntary poverty means for me, for us, in this 21st century. Diego and Dominic, as they began their preaching, put aside political and worldly accouterments, preaching in the manner of the apostles, in true humility, traveling on foot, with no gold or silver—with only those books necessary for prayer, study and preaching. The first Brothers even adopted certain aspects of the Cathars’—the heretical group’s—lifestyle, taking on-board what was justified in their criticism of a society and a Church tempted by worldly riches and becoming dominated by trade. Today, our lifestyle deserves challenge—not simply because of Dominic’s example of radical poverty—but because in the North, especially in the U.S., we are participants in a society that consumes a disproportionate share of Earth’s resources.  How can our lives challenge this heresy of consumerism? Can we re-form our lives as we enter into the 9th century of the Holy Preaching?

The words of James’ letter describe a world estranged from Wisdom, a place where jealousy, selfish ambition, conflict and war abound. Sound familiar? In Mark’s Gospel, Jesus provides the antidote to ambition and conflict:

· work to be last;

· be a servant to others;

· embrace those who are nothing, who are the “other,” in our world.

What message could possibly be more counter-cultural, more disturbing, to most U.S. citizens of the 21st century? As we enter the threshold of the 9th century of the Holy Preaching, how will our lives and our Gospel preaching challenge our cultural heresy of fear, supremacy, and domination?

The heresy of our times makes the elements of our Dominican life more relevant than ever:

· we need truth;

· we need compassion;

· we need joy;

· we need contemplation.

Revitalized common life, prayer, service, and study are the essential supports required as we face into the heresy of our day.

Among many of the Native Peoples of North America, the buffalo, the bison, has enormous significance. For many, the buffalo is connected with the cardinal direction, North. North is the direction of cold, harsh winds; the direction of challenge, of difficulties. Bison do not turn away from the wind. They do not hide from the cold.  Rather, they turn into and face the harsh winds directly. It is this image, this metaphor, that has been in my mind as I have reflected on the challenge that faces us in this 9th century of our Holy Preaching.

Relying on the continuing support of all those Holy women and men, members of the Order of Preachers, and standing now, in solidarity with tens of thousands of Dominican Family members around the globe, let us courageously face directly the heresies of our times. Let us make this prayer of our Sister, Catherine of Siena, our own:

IN THIS LIGHT OF YOURS

I KNOW MY OWN NEED

AND THE NEED OF YOUR CHURCH

AND OF THE WHOLE WORLD.

AND BECAUSE I KNOW

IN YOUR LIGHT

I ASK THIS OF YOU:

THAT YOU CALL US TO HEAL,

TO TEACH,

TO BE AND TO DO JUSTICE,

TO OFFER OURSELVES COMPLETELY

TO THE TASK OF YOUR REIGN.

DO NOT ACCEPT OUR COMPLACENCY:

GRANT US A HOLY DISCONTENT.

CHALLENGE US TO YOUR JUSTICE.

WE ASK THIS IN YOUR NAME, JESUS,

RISEN CHRIST.

