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What Is Dominican Spirituality?

By Fr. Bernhard Blankenhorn, OP

August 8, 2007 (Solemnity of St. Dominic)

What is Dominican spirituality?  Some would ask, “is there such a thing as Dominican spirituality?”  The Dominicans began in the early 13th century, yet neither St. Dominic nor any of the tens of thousands of Dominicans in the Order’s first 100 years produced a treatise of spirituality, that is, a manual for prayer or meditation.  This oddity alerts us to the fact that we’ll be using the term “spirituality” in a sense that is quite different from what we may be used to.  In modern times, the word “spirituality” often refers to a particular way of praying and meditating.  Today, Carmelite spirituality often refers to the mental prayer practiced by St. Teresa of Avila, while Ignatian spirituality refers to the spiritual exercises of St. Ignatius of Loyola, and so on.  But the medievals had a much richer notion of spirituality.  We are going to encounter a particular way of living in the Spirit.  It will include certain ways of praying, but it will also in a sense cover the whole of life.  Of course, this holistic approach to the Christian life can also be found in Carmelite or Ignatian spiritualities, but we can easily miss this.

I will focus my remarks this evening on the spirituality of the 13th century Dominicans.  My aim is to give you a sense of the founder’s charism as it was interpreted in the first few decades of the Order.  We cannot adapt Dominican life to the 21st century before we have a sense of what it is that we are adapting.  Also, the particularities of my presentation will usually focus us on the life of the friars, who dominated Dominican life in the 13th century, but my aim is to illustrate a set of principles about the spiritual life that can easily be applied to the life of Dominican sisters and lay persons.


St. Dominic wrote no treatise on prayer.  We have almost no writings from his own hand.  Instead, he left his mark by instituting a certain way of life.  The first constitutions or by-laws of the Dominican Order were strongly influenced by him, documents whose function it was to maintain a certain way of life.  It is significant that Dominic set an example that was to be followed in its generalities, but not always in the particulars.

The contrast with Dominic’s contemporary St. Francis could not be greater.  Francis was canonized in record time, and his personality cult has always been central to the Franciscans, who have divided into factions over the centuries as they disputed over who had the authentic way of following Francis in his love of the poor Christ.  The early Dominicans had little interest in the cult of the founder.  The pope even had to force us to get the process of canonization started.  The first friars were much more interested in living out a certain religious observance that Dominic had begun.

St. Dominic’s Spiritual Experience

Nevertheless, Dominican spirituality can only be understood through the life and person of Dominic, because his fingerprints are all over the way of life that he instituted.

Dominic had been a cathedral canon in Spain in his early years as a priest.  A canon was a diocesan priest who lived in community with other priests at a house attached to the cathedral.  Canons chanted the liturgy of the hours in choir, that is, they sang the Psalms at different times of the day.  The silence observed in their house was designed to encourage constant private prayer and the study of the Scriptures.  They also celebrated the sacraments for the people.


In 1203, Dominic accompanied his bishop Diego on a diplomatic journey to Denmark, leading to a life-long detour.  Diego and Dominic soon found themselves preaching to ex-Catholics in southern France who now believed that the material world is evil while the good God only made the spiritual world.  If a fitting description of Carthusian life is “into great silence,” then Dominic’s theme is “out of great silence.”  After a few years as a canon leading a life of intense prayer and study, Dominic took to the roads and began a life of constant and daily preaching, often on the streets.


What was Dominic preaching on the streets of southern France?  Moral exhortation or appeals to emotions were hardly called for.  He had encountered fallen-away Catholics who had never really understood their faith.  Catechism classes did not exist.  Only bishops preached, since in this age before seminaries even existed, most priests had little theological education (the cathedral canons were an exception).  But bishops were often busy dealing with temporal affairs.  Besides, these ex-Catholics now followed a heresy called Catharism or Albigensianism, which turned the whole Bible upside down and passed on a whole new way of looking at the world.  Dominic had to respond with doctrinal preaching, emphasizing the goodness of material creation and the beauty of the Incarnation, of God really taking on human flesh, teachings that the Cathars denied vehemently.  Dominic began providing adult catechesis.  His preaching appealed to the mind.

Dominic also began to live out a radical kind of poverty.  Dominic and his bishop had arrived in France on horseback, perhaps accompanied by servants.  They soon sent them back to Spain and began to walk the roads with nothing but the clothes on their back and a few books in hand.  This was how the Cathar monks preached, and such poverty gave them great credibility.  Dominic thus adopted poverty as a way of giving the preaching credibility.  Poverty was not an end in itself.  Rather, it was a means to preach better.  It also freed him from the management of properties and money, allowing him to devote his energies and time fully to the task of preaching.


Dominic thus found himself on the road and in the streets of cities and villages for much of the day.  The monastic mentality of the medieval era had produced a certain distrust of the world.  Cities were often considered to be places of sin and temptation.  Thus, monasteries were usually established in the safety of the countryside.  The monk’s cloister kept the lower inclinations of the human being in check.  Dominic’ experience moved in a different direction.  He found that by devoting much of his time to preaching on the road and his nights to prayer and the study of theology, the power of grace was more than sufficient for him to move through the cities and villages without becoming “tainted” by the worldliness of others.  His preaching activity in the cities and villages became a means for his own sanctification much more than a snare of temptations.


By 1215, a group of priests had gathered around Dominic and shared his way of life.  They thus founded a community of preachers.  This new way of life bore so much fruit that the Order included thousands of friars by the time of Dominic’s death in 1221.

A Heart of Mercy


The prologue to the Primitive Constitutions, a document that goes back to 1216 and thus bears the heavy fingerprints of St. Dominic himself, states that “our Order was founded … especially for preaching and the salvation of souls.”  The purpose of the Order is thus utterly oriented to the spiritual needs of the Church and of the world through the preaching of the word.


The Dominican way of life was and is born out of a thirst for the spiritual needs of others.  We know from the descriptions of Dominic’s personal prayer that he spent much of his time alone interceding for others.  At the foundation of Dominican spirituality is a heart full of compassion for others.  Dominic is said to have prayed for others with loud cries and groans.  He was also known for his gentleness, despite his origins in a family of knights who defended the Christian realm against the Moors.  It was Dominic’s deep thirst for the salvation of souls that moved him to preach whenever and wherever he could.  Dominican spirituality is born out of a conviction that some people are in radical need of God’s grace, and that even practicing Catholics hardly have a safe path to heaven before them.  This becomes eminently clear in the prayer and activity of Dominic and his early disciples.  Without the conviction that certain persons and situations suffer from a radical absence of God’s grace, Dominican spirituality would make no sense.

Here we also discover why the Dominican contemplative nuns are at the very heart of the Order.  Dominic founded a group of nuns in 1206 and later accepted the care of other convents as well.  Their intercessory prayers for the conversion of souls was essential for the fruitfulness of the friars’ preaching.  Today, there are hundreds of monasteries of Dominican nuns throughout the world.

Prayer


Dominican prayer thus always includes a deep desire for the salvation of souls.  It is utterly communal in its outlook, utterly centered on the growth and well-being of the mystical body of Christ, which is the Church.  Thus, in St. Catherine of Siena’s mystical work The Dialogue, the wounds and healing of the Church are constant and dominant themes.  Catherine’s mysticism is far from a soul’s solitary ascent to the heavens.


Dominican prayer is primarily liturgical.  One of the defining marks of the cathedral canon was his participation in the chanted liturgy of the hours.  Dominic insisted on this observance for the brethren and enshrined it in the first constitution.  We must realize that the chanting of the Psalms demanded 3-4 hours a day.  Yet the Primitive Constitutions also insist that the chanting be done succinctly and briefly “lest the brethren lose devotion and study be impeded” (Primitive Constitutions, pt 1, III).  The Benedictine monks spent as many as 8 hours a day in the liturgy.  The solemn celebration of the liturgy was and is their central form of religious observance.  Dominic realized that prayer, as a form of communion with God, was an end in itself, yet he also refused to let override completely the other necessary elements needed for the preaching of the word.

This does not mean that Dominicans try to rush through the liturgy.  The aim is to combine an efficient pace with great devotion, which is precisely what we find in the person of Dominic.  Dominic was known to move from side to side during the chanting of the Psalms, exhorting the brethren to sing with fervor.  He also wept at every Mass that he celebrated.


The earliest historical accounts tell us that Dominic always spoke with or about God, and he encouraged his brethren to do the same (Tugwell, Early Dominicans, 82).  The primitive Constitutions pick up on this phrase as they describe the appropriate conduct of a friar preacher on the road (Primitive Constitutions, part 2, 31).  The medievals saw no need to explain the obvious: prayer is essentially conversation with God, and the religious was called to exercise it throughout the day.  In the descriptions of Dominic’s personal prayer, we almost always find him either speaking to God or listening for a divine word.  We also know that when traveling, Dominic would walk ahead of or behind the brethren by a small distance, precisely in order to converse with his divine friend.

Dominic exhorted the brethren as they were traveling “to think about our Savior.” (Tugwell, 82).  Here we have a hint of mental prayer, though this surely included conversation for Dominic.  Such mental prayer in the Dominican tradition is never a search for a blank state of the mind.  Rather, it proceeds from a reflection on the biblical word in the liturgy and the events of salvation history that they recount.  Mental prayer proceeds from an abundance of God’s word overflowing into awe.  Thus, in Dominic’s Nine Ways of Prayer, we find him utterly still at certain moments following times of intense conversation with God or reflection on the Scriptures.  But while the Carmelite rule calls for two hours of daily mental prayer from its friars and nuns, we find no such precepts in the early Dominican writings.  The categories for various kinds of personal prayer were much more fluid.  Meditation on Scripture, intercessory prayer, simple conversation with God and stillness before his presence all intermingled rather easily.  Nothing manifests this fluidity like Dominic’s Nine Ways of Prayer.


We find a similar fluidity in the early Dominican use of the term “contemplation.”  Today, this word is often used to describe mental prayer.  For the early Dominicans, it essentially referred to the soul’s ascent to God.  Thus, in the works of Aquinas, contemplation tends to describe both prayer and sacred study.  The division between prayer and study even begins to blur, since the study of God and his saving works should lead to fervent prayer, with prayer in turn driving us back to the study of God in creation and revelation.  We might define Dominican contemplation as prayerful attentiveness to God, or the prayerful study of God (Murray, 12-14).  However, this does not mean that study replaces personal prayer.

Study


Study is a central component of Dominican spirituality.  For holiness is not just about the heart, but also the head.  By grace, thinking can become a sacred activity!  Dominic often prayed and studied all night.  He attended theological lectures in Toulouse, even though he was already a priest.  He especially studied the Scriptures and the long standard commentary on the Bible (Murray, 80-2).  He also sent his first brethren to the universities, both to learn and to recruit the brightest minds of Europe.

Study is so essential because Dominican preaching is basically doctrinal preaching, and that takes preparation.  The task of the preachers was and is not just moral exhortation, but to explain the Gospel as articulated in the teaching of the Church.  The truth is by its very nature beautiful and attractive.  Thus, an intelligent presentation of the Gospel by its nature draws souls to Christ.

 
The early documents of the Order relentlessly emphasize the importance of study.  Dominic’s immediate successor as head of the Order, Blessed Jordan of Saxony, warns against the practice of unintelligent devotions which deprive others of salvation by a lack of learning (Murray, 87-8).  The preaching of the pious but unlearned easily becomes stale.  Study was so important that from the beginning, the Order’s constitutions empowered local superiors to dispense the friars from attending the common recitation of the Psalms in order to study.  Such flexibility in liturgical observance was unheard of in Western religious life.  A dispensed friar was still expected to pray the Psalms in private, an exercise which demanded much less time than the community’s chanting.


We can also see that study was never to be in an ivory tower, but always driven by the demands of the preaching, especially adult catechesis in doctrine and morals (Murray, 90).  Even the seemingly abstract works written by St. Albert the Great or St. Thomas Aquinas were essentially meant as pedagogical tools in the formation of the friars, or efforts to show Christian philosophers struggling with their faith that the best of the human disciplines need not contradict the truths of revelation.


No religious Order had ever placed such emphasis on study.  St. Francis was quite suspicious of theologians, fearing the pride that growth in learning seemed to bring.  We find a similar critique of study in works such as The Imitation of Christ.  The early Dominicans were not oblivious to this danger.  Yet they were also convinced that the motives for study would be gradually purified through grace, especially when study was placed into a context of a life of intense prayer and a life of preaching.  The demands of the preaching apostolate were too great to worry at length about the dangers of intellectual pride.  If God had called certain persons to the task of preaching, surely he would provide the grace to keep them on the straight path.  Besides, the learned person who immerses himself or herself in the things of God even comes to experience them! (M103-4)  The joys of the contemplative life exceed all carnal pleasures.  Contemplative study becomes a form of gazing upon the face of the beloved.  Who could pass up such delights if they were called? (II-II, 180.7)  Who could scorn such divine blessings that lead to fervent preaching?


God gave us minds in order to use them for his glory.  All of his creation is good, a central theme in the preaching of St. Dominic.  If the goodness of God is truly manifested in his creation, then his truth must also be found there.  Such a conviction led the early Dominicans to a healthy openness towards non-Christian thought.  Thus, we find Albert and Thomas immersing themselves in the writings of Aristotle, pagan Neo-Platonists as well as Jewish and Muslim philosophers.  Such non-Christian thinkers were hardly to be adopted wholesale.  At times, some of their insights were simply wrong.  Yet some of their ideas became crucial tools as the early Dominicans strove to present a coherent Christian world view.  Original sin has wounded the intellect, so an uncritical reception of pagan thought was unthinkable.  Yet the intellect was not in complete darkness after the Fall of Adam and Eve, so a full rejection of the pagans’ ideas would actually offend the goodness of God.

We should also note that this critical openness to new ideas was always balanced by a firm faithfulness to the Church and her magisterium.  Dominic fostered close relations with the papacy.  The fierce theological debates between the Dominicans and their opponents throughout the centuries revolved around open theological questions, not established dogmas (Murray, 117-8).  Even the controversial 14th century preacher Meister Eckhart, whose speculative mystical theology raised many eyebrows, submitted all of his teachings to the judgment of the Church (Bernard McGinn, The Harvest of Mysticism in Medieval Germany [New York: Crossroads, 2005] 104).


The Dominican emphasis on study has done far more than provide good theology professors and engaging preachers.  It has also done an invaluable service in the history of spiritual direction.  Teresa of Avila preferred learned confessors to pious unlearned ones (M 114-5).  He favorite confessor happened to be one of the great theologians of his generation, the Dominican Domingo Bañez.

Preaching
All of this prayer and study are aimed at two things: the sanctification of the Dominican and the preaching of the Word.  Much of the former would occur precisely through the latter.  Dominicans emphasized that preaching was not just any activity, but a sacred, even contemplative activity that purifies the soul.  We must remember that the Order was born in an age when the sacraments, liturgical prayer and monastic observance had in some sense been identified with the core of the Catholic religion.  Scripture was certainly an object of intense meditation for monks, but such sacred study often did not go anywhere beyond the individual monk.  It is in this context that we can understand Bl. Humbert of Romans’ rather shocking statement: “When Christ was in the world, he celebrated Mass only once … he administered few sacraments … he did not very often assist at any canonical divine worship … He is presented as having devoted his whole life to preaching, even more than to prayer” (Tugwell, 258-9).


Humbert was in fact responding to a persistent critique from outsiders.  How could a wise religious superior send so many young men, and good-looking ones at that, out into the city streets and the countryside all by themselves?  How could they possibly avoid those women one might call habit chasers?  How could they possibly keep their passions in check and not pick up all sorts of habits that lead to damnation?  The early Dominican response centered on a persistent and audacious trust in the power of grace.  Humbert is quite honest about the risk of sin in the preacher’s life (Murray, 18).  But the urgency of the situation demanded nothing less.  Besides, numerous early Dominicans did not hesitate to point out that Jesus and the apostles like St. Paul were not monks who sat in the safety of monasteries tending their gardens and enjoying solitude.  No, they were on the road preaching day and night.  Let the proud monks grumble in their places of quiet while we imitate Jesus and the apostles, both in their way of life and in their work of saving souls (Murray, 15-16)!


Dominicans are thus to preach often, but never without having first contemplated, that is, having prayed and studied.  The modern saying “my work is my prayer” is absurd from a Dominican perspective.  The preacher who hasn’t prayed and studied has nothing to give.  Dominican preaching is like a cup overflowing from the fullness of contemplation.


Nor is such preaching to be a simple summary of the catechism.  Dominican preaching is certainly very doctrinal.  But St. Dominic did not go around the towns and villages of southern France simply repeating the theological conclusion that the material world is good.  He and his followers explained the faith.  Dominican preaching does not demand a simple, blind obedience to dogma.  It seeks to seduce the listener with the beauty of Christian truth.


The earliest collection of stories about Dominic and his first followers goes even further.  It paints the picture of the preacher as a dispenser of wine and honey, blending the sweetness of divine things (i.e. revelation) with the pleasantness of human learning (Murray, 146).  The fruits of the human disciplines were not to be scorned, since grace could purify human learning from any sinful corruptions, whether it be rhetorical skill or a scientific understanding of the material world.  What was the effect of dispensing such sweetness?  It was to make the listeners drunk with the word of God.  Drunkenness turns out to be a favorite metaphor among the early Dominicans for the effect of preaching.  Rather than remind their listeners what terrible sinners they were or bore them with fluff homilies, the preacher was to make his listeners crazy for the Word.  But that presumed that the preacher had already drunk deeply from the well of the Sacred Scriptures and gazed often upon the divine beauty manifested in creation.

The Joy of Dominican Observance


 Dominic was convinced that the task of preaching was so central to his way of life that he shaped the traditional observances of religious life that he himself loved around that primary task.  Everything was to be a means to the two-fold end of the Dominican’s personal sanctification and the salvation of souls.  Dominic was the first religious founder in the Christian West to insist that his Order’s constitutions not bind under sin.  Other religious saw the breaking of the rule of their Order as a serious offense against God.  The likes of St. Francis connected their rule with revelations received from God himself.  We find nothing like this in Dominic or his successors.  St. Thomas would later insist that no superior could claim any right over his subject’s conscience.  Dominican obedience is therefore a matter of uniting one’s will to the will of the superior, as long as one does not think the superior is demanding something sinful.  As for the intellect, one remains free to agree or disagree with a superior.


Dominican observance therefore fosters an external unity through common prayer, common meals, common study, the sharing of goods and the life of fraternal charity.  This external unity fosters an internal freedom.  No Dominican superior ever has the right to demand that a person reveal his or her conscience to them.  Rather, the external unity of common observance was to foster an internal unity of fraternal charity and a unity of faith in the truths of revelation as articulated by the Church.

As for the theological thinking that concretized those revealed truths, the Order was always strongest when it contained a plurality of theological schools.  The Order’s first great theologian, St. Albert the Great, inspired the formation of at least two major Dominican theological schools, the Aristotelian-Platonic tradition of St. Thomas Aquinas and the more purely Platonic path of the Rhineland School of Mystics headed by Meister Eckhart.  The unity of heart and mind that all religious strive for hardly needs to imply uniformity in thinking.


The fruit of this internal freedom that Dominican observance fosters is joy.  Dominic was known for his cheerfulness and joy, even though his life involved a great deal of suffering (Murray, 50).  He insisted on sharing this joy with the brethren, and with the nuns.  One time, Dominic and some of his brethren arrived at a convent late at night.  The bell was rung, waking all of the sisters.  They gathered in the Church, where Dominic gave them a long conference.  Then they sat down in the dining hall.  Dominic had some wine and a cup brought in, blessed it, drank from it and passed it around the table.  He encouraged the nuns to drink as much as they wanted, which they did (Murray, 147).  Dominic realized that their monastic observance could be very demanding of the human psyche.  He also must have realized that the bonds of friendship that such encounters fostered would only encourage the nuns in their prayer for the friars and the friars in their preaching.

The Active Sisters & the Laity


The Order began with the nuns and then the friars.  By the end of the 13th century, the fore-runner of the Dominican laity also came into existence.  In 1285, an Order of Penance was established by the Master of the Dominican Order.  Its members tended to run hospitals and hospices or assist the poor in other ways.  In the same era, a number of lay confraternities emerged that attached themselves to the Order.  They would dedicate themselves to some type of social work, gather for devotions at a particular shrine, and receive regular theological instruction from the friars (Tugwell, 29-30).  In the second half of the 14th century, St. Catherine of Siena joined a Dominican group of lay penitents and began an intense apostolate of street preaching.  Her example soon inspired the Order to establish the Dominican laity or “third order” in the early 15th century.  The active Dominican sisters emerged from this movement over the coming centuries.  The sisters often adopted catechetical and educational apostolates, or focused on corporal works of mercy for the poor, bringing the Good News to them.  They thus adopted the observances of common prayer, study and the fraternal life lived in a semi-monastic environment, much like the friars.  In place of preaching during Mass, which was reserved to the ordained, the sisters focused on non-liturgical forms of preaching, especially religious education and care for the poor.

Conclusion


Dominican spirituality centers on the power of God’s grace that enters the world through the practice of communal observances that lead to a fervent preaching of the Gospel.  Dominic found that the observances such as liturgical prayer, personal conversation with Christ, study, simplicity of life and fraternal charity suffice to open the soul to the transforming power of grace.  There was no need to invent a set of spiritual exercises that would structure one’s personal prayer.  Nor was there a need to dwell at length on one’s personal religious experiences or emotions during prayer.  Such introspective methods are much more characteristic of later spiritualities that emerge from a different understanding of the human being, where body and soul are farther apart.  Dominic and his early disciples insisted on the unity of body and soul, so that external observances would inevitably shape the soul as well.  Rather, a life of fervent communal observances and preaching would inevitably open the soul more and more to the gratuitous gift of divine life.  The Dominican was not to spend much time worrying about which stages of the spiritual life he had attained or the number of steps that remained before mystical union.  Rather, the Dominican was to stay focused on the task of preaching and leave the timing of mystical union to the gratuity of God’s endless love.
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