
 

1 

Dominican Family Day 

27
th

 June 2015 

  

 

Dominic: Government, Spirituality and Freedom  

Fr. Liam Walsh OP 

 

A Response  
 

In responding to Fr Liam’s presentation, I would like first of all to acknowledge the 

contribution of Dominic to the development of consecrated life. When researching my own 

doctoral thesis on the General Chapter, I was fascinated by the depth and range of Dominic’s 

organisational skills and vision. He understood that to effectively live out one’s vision, a 

certain basic structure of governance must be provided and to live the consecrated life, those 

structures must enable the community to do this together. But for Dominic, as for all the great 

founders, structure is in service of the vision and mission. It is not in itself the vision and 

mission. This is what brought Dominic and the early followers beyond the boundary of the 

Diocese of Toulouse. Thus we realise that by Dominic’s time, mission in the context of 

consecrated life came to be understood as sharing with others beyond the monastery or in the 

case of Dominic, the diocesan wall. The structures of governance had to be capable of 

dealing with developing realities otherwise the vision would be stunted and stifled. 

 

This notion needs to be re-visited: structures are in service of MISSION. Skip forward to the 

19th and 20th centuries, the era of the great apostolic outreach by countless institutes 

dedicated to the apostolic life. What do we find? By the time of Vatican II, structures had 

become institutionalised and had killed or at least hidden much of the original vision of many 

religious institutes. In other words, those very structures erected to enable the vision and 

mission to be shared with others, themselves became part of the deadening process. The 

institution became the mission.  

 

Consequently, Vatican II told consecrated women and men to return to their origins, to go 

back to the Gospel and their original founding charism in order to renew and revision their 

charism and its working in the contemporary world. Here again, we recognise the genius and 

vision of Dominic. Fr Liam reminded us of the world to which Dominic brought his charism 

of “Gospel preaching and Gospel living” or as expressed in your Dominican women’s 

Constitution no.  1: the proclamation of the Word of God through living religious 

consecration and through education or as Constitution 52 says: “the Gospel is [y]our supreme 

law.” I do not have to remind you of the parallels between Dominic’s time and ours. The 

secularisation of the Church and Society had created a world in which the original vision of 

Jesus Christ had faded. Superstition and idolatry of all kinds were the order of the day. The 

poor became poorer while the rich continued to dominate and exploit. We could be speaking 

of our 21
st
 century world. 
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I had the good fortune to be a delegate to our IBVM Loreto General Chapter in September 

2014 where Fr Antonio Jose Pagola, the wonderful Spanish Theologian and priest of San 

Sebastian addressed us on the topic: Is another Church possible? The central thesis of Fr 

Pagola’s address was to say in the strongest possible terms that we need “an unprecedented 

conversion” to the Gospel of Jesus. We have, he said, turned Christianity into a religion, a 

system of rules and regulations with norms and structures and doctrine. We have forgotten 

that central to Christianity is a living relationship with Jesus Christ which impels us to bring 

about His Kingdom here on earth. He went so far as to suggest that time is running out for 

what he called “the humanising project of Jesus,” that is, seeking the Kingdom of God and 

His justice, to reach the ends of the earth and while this might sound fatalistic and hopeless, 

Pagola spoke from the utter conviction that “Jesus has not done His best work yet.” We 

religious have a huge role to play in this process. 

 

It seems to me that Dominic had a profound grasp of the interconnection that Fr Liam refers 

to in his understanding of Government and Spirituality. To put this in another way: good 

governance or structures must arise from and be in service to spirituality or charism. The 

structures protect the spirit or charism so that the mission may be fruitful.  Because the world 

of the Middle Ages in which Dominic lived had forgotten this basic connection, governance 

had become a matter of formality, of power and dominance and spirituality had degenerated 

into pious practices and superstition. Dominic called the members to a counter-cultural way 

of life based on living and preaching the Gospel that is no less relevant today than it was in 

1217. Part of the genius of Dominic was that while obviously a man of rules and regulations 

and structures, these were subservient to the goal of preaching. To put this another way, 

governance norms served the mission. 

 

A feature of Dominican government as described by Fr Liam includes the role of what we 

might call Dominican co-workers. But Dominic was very clear that the decision to move 

beyond the boundary of their original vision of preaching in the Diocese of Toulouse was 

made by the members only. Their decision to expand required a further decision, to elect a 

superior or leader for those sent. Thus we recognise the in-built capacity of Dominican 

government to adjust to changing times and circumstances, a capacity that enables the 

structure to serve the mission. In so doing, there was a necessary place and role for co-

workers but as to the life and mission of the brothers, Dominic was clear: decisions that 

effected them were made by them. This principle has continued to be the modus operandi of 

the working of chapter at every level and so distinguishes the way religious operate from the 

way the hierarchical Church functions. Our Diocesan brethren could learn much from the 

religious way of governing. 

 

The interconnection of spirituality and government, what spiritual writers call “spiritual 

governance” is the aspect of governance that is most emphasised today. While the term is not 

used in your Constitutions, the sentiment is certainly there: the Rule of St Augustine 

describes the Dominican attitude to authority when it asks you “to obey your leader as if she 

were your mother” who in turn is called to “inspire you with love rather than fear” (Rule, pp. 

xvii-xviii) and Constitution 61 which describes leadership in terms of availability, trust and 
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witness. In other words, Dominican governance is relational, which is the heart of spiritual 

governance. My own IBVM Constitutions in Vol. II, 6. 5 describes the role of spiritual 

governance [….] [a]s “one of generosity and service. This authority wisely understood and 

exercised, fosters the life of inner freedom and discernment. [….] Those in leadership call us 

to a deeper level, to discern together in faith where the Spirit is leading us involving not only 

our own wisdom, gifts and insight, but also the gifts of the group and the leaders.”  

 

This is what Dominic did when he used the gifts of the brothers in Toulouse to discern the 

further call of God in 1217. This is the fundamental connection between governance and 

spirituality: using the system to further the call. Your Dominican spirituality is the inspiration 

for and the mechanism whereby governance becomes the instrument which draws Dominican 

men and women towards God in the vision and spirit of Dominic. It is the vehicle by which 

the Dominican charism can be experienced and shared and further discerned and developed. 

Dominic used the governance structure in the service of mission, pointing to the importance 

of leadership. 

 

The Augustinian Scripture scholar, Fr Kieran O’ Mahony OSA in speaking of Christian 

leadership says that there are at least three possible dangers at this particular moment in the 

long history of the Irish Catholic Church: 

• The first is to slip back to a harmless devotional ministry. I see this tendency for 

example in some of those ordained to the priesthood in recent years, the constant 

seeking to bring back attitudes, values and practices of the past as if recreating that 

perceived security would in some way provide a more certain future. Is this a tendency 

to which I am drawn? 

• The second can happen on a micro level and a macro level: this is the option of, in 

effect, giving up. We opt for easeful death, we make no demands on ourselves; we 

make no attempt to connect to the actual world in which we minister. Have the 

difficult experiences of recent times caused or contributed to consecrated persons 

falling prey to this temptation? 

• The third risk is omnipresent at the moment in both society and Church and, perhaps, 

pervades the two previous options. This very present risk is the danger of a leadership 

vacuum. Leadership easily declines into administration rather than Christian ministry. 

We can find ourselves administering rather than ministering, managing rather than 

leading. This is not the kind of leadership consecrated persons are called to. In my 

ministry, I have to say that I find great hope in the fact that so many religious 

communities today are aware of and make valiant efforts to distinguish leadership and 

administration. 

 

So what kind of leadership is needed today? Fr Kieran describes what he calls some “marks 

of leadership in the faith community.” He says that Spiritual Leadership has at least four 

qualities:  

• Firstly, a leader in the faith community has to be a person of real faith and prayer. 

• Secondly, a leader in the faith community has genuinely to love those in his / her 

charge. 

• Thirdly, a leader in the faith community requires a basic ability to administer. 

• Fourthly, a leader in the faith serves by naming the times in which we live.  

In my opinion, this fourth mark is crucial, because it orients the membership towards the 

fundamental choice made by consecrated persons and asks where the Kingdom is today and 
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questions how we can be the good news in our time. Pope Francis continually tells us it is in 

the margins and peripheries.  

 

In other words, leadership in this spiritual sense is the call to enable the community to live 

the demands of the Gospel. This, I believe, is the spirit behind Dominic’s systems of chapter 

and community meetings where the brothers together discern what needs to be done. Have 

we turned these meetings into business sessions? When was the last time members 

experienced community or chapter meetings as that radical coming together to enable one 

another to grow in faith and love and devotion to our charism? As the support system that 

enables a radical living of the Gospel? With his inextricable link between governance and 

spirituality, Dominic got this in a profound way. 

 

Such reflection gives rise to questions, both awkward and life-giving, about leadership in our 

religious communities and in the Church. When we appoint people as leaders, do we look for 

these qualities? Once in the role, do we examine ourselves in our different leadership roles, 

so that we can inhabit the role more adequately and provide that service of discernment so 

markedly lacking in our society and our Church? Do we see our leadership within the 

framework of a spirituality which is concerned with making the Gospel alive in our lives? 

Can the regeneration of religious life or Church have any other genesis? Should we be 

satisfied with anything less? 

The task is to proclaim the good news, the kingdom of God and all God has done in Jesus. 

There is an excitement in the description of our calling in Pope Benedict’s letter, God is 

Love. Benedict XVI expresses himself thus: “Being a Christian is not the result of an ethical 

choice or a lofty idea, but the encounter with an event, a person, which gives life a new 

horizon and a decisive direction” (Deus Caritas Est §1). The challenge to us is to lead and be 

leaders in the light of that invigorating vision.  

 

Official institutional Church documents since 1978 (Religious and Human Promotion) have 

defined religious life as prophetic but too often, the vision of religious as prophetic remains 

just that: a vision, an ideal, words on paper rather than a witness made public. In Dominic’s 

terms, this is like preaching the Gospel without living it. 

 

And what about freedom? Fr Liam cites Thomas Aquinas, another great Dominican saint 

whose theology of grace enabled us to understand that if I am not acting freely, I am not 

being moved by the grace of God. Dominican freedom means freedom to be and do the 

things of God. Pope Francis gives very clear indications of what this means for the 

consecrated man and woman today. In his Letter to all Consecrated People in 2014, Francis 

has asked us to wake up – ourselves and our world - and to contemplate 3 aspects during this 

Year of Consecrated Life: 

 

 

1.  Look to the past with gratitude: Francis tells us that recounting our history is 

essential for preserving our identity, for strengthening our unity as a family and our 

common sense of belonging. Furthermore, this is not an historical or archaeological 

exercise but one designed to recall how the charism was lived, the creativity it sparked, 

the difficulties it encountered and the concrete ways these were overcome. This visit to 
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the past is to give us confidence in the present. Fr Liam’s visit to your roots provides 

you with the opportunity to revisit and reclaim these objectives. 

 

2. Francis begs us to live the present with passion. He reminds us that every form of 

consecrated life is born of the Spirit’s call to follow Jesus as the Gospel teaches. For 

Dominic, the absolute rule was the Gospel and all other norms and structures were a 

means to living the Gospel to the full. Your Dominican charism requires you to read, 

study, and meditate on the Gospel. But this is not enough. If we religious are to live 

with passion, we must live radically. And we cannot do this alone. The structures of 

religious life so well thought out by Dominic building on the monastic tradition, are 

designed to enable us to do this together. The question is: do we allow this to happen? 

The Year of Consecrated Life challenges ALL to examine our ministries, works and 

our presence in terms of what the Spirit asked of our Founders. Do you have the same 

passion that Dominic had? Francis tells us that living the present with passion means 

becoming “experts in communion” being “witnesses and architects” of the “plan for 

unity” which is the crowning point of human history in God’s design, letting our 

communities be signs of the possibility of another way of living. 

 

3. Living the future with hope is Francis’ third aim. In a world with so much conflict, 

division, hatred, violence, in a Church that sometimes seems to have lost its way, in a 

part of the world where consecrated persons are ageing and vocations are few, this is 

precisely where we need to be with a message of hope and optimism. Francis pleads 

with us not to join the ranks of the prophets of doom who proclaim the end or 

meaninglessness of the consecrated life in the Church today. Dominic lived in such a 

world. Recall what he and all who followed him were able to accomplish. 

 

Pope Francis tells us that “no one can be excused from seriously examining his or her 

presence in the Church’s life and from responding to new demands constantly being made on 

us, to the cry of the poor. Only by such concern for the needs of the world and by docility to 

the promptings of the Spirit will this Year of Consecrated Life become an authentic Kairos, a 

time rich in God’s grace, a time of transformation.” 

 

In presenting the key components of Dominic’s vision and charism, i.e., Government, 

Spirituality and Freedom, Fr. Liam has reminded you of the tools at your disposal to 

accomplish this examination that Francis speaks of. It is my prayer and deep desire for you 

that that examination will renew your vision, deepen your passion and fill you with joy. 

Today’s Gospel demonstrates clearly what is possible for those who believe. 

 

 

Dr Elizabeth Cotter IBVM 

Vicar for Religious 

Archdiocese of Dublin 


