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This year, as you know, we are celebrating 800 years of Dominican life, 800 years since the 

birth of the community that came to be called “The Holy Preaching”.  It was founded by 

Dominic in the little village of Prouilhe in southern France in the year 1206.  A popular logo 

that has been adopted for this 800 year celebration is “Catching Fire from Dominic’s Vision.  

It suggests that we are looking today to re-kindle the fire that so consumed Dominic and his 

early followers and that was such a gift to the Church of his time.  That gift was the gift of 

preaching.  I’d like to look with you this morning at how Dominic came to be convinced that 

this was the crying need of the people of his day  and how this conviction led him to usher in 

a new charism in the Church.  Then I’d like to consider the relevance this has for us today in 

our very different world of the twenty first century.  Can we rise to the challenge, as followers 

of Dominic, of being in our day what he and his early followers were able to be for theirs? 

 

Dominic didn’t set out to be a preacher, much less to found an Order.  He began his life 

simply as a lover of God, of Jesus Christ, and of the Church.  He became over time a lover of 

preaching.
i
  From his origins in Spain in the little village of Caleruega, and his student years 

at the university of Palencia, from the episcopal town of Osma where he led the peaceful life 

of a canon, to the towns of the Languedoc in southern France where he preached with his 

bishop Diego, and later throughout much of Europe, Dominic gradually found his voice as a 

preacher.  Confronted with the misery of a Church trapped in ignorance and undermined by 

widespread clerical corruption, affluence and lack of sound teaching, Dominic became 

convinced of the power and importance of preaching to bring the light of truth to people’s 

lives.  This prompted him to gather together a community of preachers, men and women, lay 

people and clerics who, by the authenticity of their lives together would give credibility to the 

word they preached. 

 

One could say that Dominic’s life was shaped as much by the Pope’s agenda, and by the 

needs and longings of his times, as by his own.  Confronted with the ravages of heresy, Pope 

Innocent III had called for preachers.  He had looked first to the Cistercian monks, but their 

preaching had little impact on the heretics. Something new was demanded at that moment in 

history.  Dominic was the one who was able to identify what that need was.  The affluence of 

the Cistercians – Jordan of Saxony tells us they had an “enormous supply of provisions, 

horses and clothing”
ii
– was a source of scandal to the local people and robbed the monks’ 

preaching of its power.  Dominic, with his bishop Diego, saw that evangelical poverty was 

needed, as much as evangelical preaching.  The way the preachers lived needed to give 

credibility to the word they proclaimed.  “Preaching in poverty” was how the Order’s task 

was later described in the Papal Bull of Approbation.  Poverty for Dominic was a strategy, a 

way of making the Church and its preaching more truly apostolic.  In re-discovering the 

symbolic value of poverty, Diego and Dominic had recovered an important truth about the 
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apostolic life.  It was a dimension that became integral to their preaching and eventually to the 

life of the Order.  This poses a challenge today for us who live in an affluent society addicted 

to consumerism and to having more and more things. Perhaps we need to ask ourselves 

afresh: does the way we live awaken people to recognize that there is more to life than the 

pursuit of comfort and wealth? 

 

Another reality that Dominic came to recognize as he encountered the Church in Languedoc 

was a Church faced with the excluded.
iii

  The excluded of Dominic’s day were called heretics.  

It tore at Dominic’s heart to see the Church failing to gather all God’s children together in 

love and truth.  Even as a student at Palencia Dominic had had a keen awareness that it is the 

Church’s role to embrace everyone.  We’re probably all familiar with the story of what 

happened during these student years when Dominic came face to face with people who were 

poor and hungry, victims of a famine that was affecting most of Spain at that time. He saw in 

them persons who lacked the social and economic resources that he enjoyed and that sheltered 

him from the hunger and disease that were devastating the city.  He therefore sold his 

precious books, which were rare parchments in those days, so that these excluded, abandoned 

people could eat and know what it was to experience the bonds of love and care.
iv

  The 

Church for Dominic was always the gathering-place of those who were otherwise excluded.  

Words, and the books they came out of, would never work without the gathering in of the 

outsider and the sinner by acts of mercy and love.  Now, in the heretics of the Languedoc, 

Dominic was witnessing exclusion on a massive scale.  When he prayed “Ah, Lord, what will 

become of sinners?”, as we know he often did throughout his life, he was praying for the 

Church.  He recognized that the Church is the community of salvation in which sinners 

become saints, in which sinners belong.  No challenge was too small to call forth both 

Dominic’s compassion and his passion to preach the truth.  Another familiar story is that of 

the heretic innkeeper with whom Dominic stayed up all night engaging in debate with him in 

his longing to bring the man to the light of truth.
v
  In the words of our historian Vicaire “All 

night long, forgetting his condition as a passing stranger, forgetful of the fatigue of the road, 

Dominic pressed the innkeeper with his searching questions”, and listened attentively to his 

answers, until in the morning the man was convinced of the truth which Dominic offered.
vi

  

Again we see Dominic’s longing to gather all to the table of the Church, even as Jesus himself 

did.  Long before Dominic, as Jesus read the signs of the times, he too was “moved to pity” 

for he saw that people “were harassed and helpless like sheep without a shepherd.”  (Mt. 9:36)  

In Languedoc Dominic began to learn about how the Church can fail to gather the straying 

sheep and give everyone their place within it.  It was another step in his learning to become a 

lover of preaching. 

 

As Diego and Dominic preached in response to local needs their preaching found a centre in 

Prouilhe where, in response to a sign from God (the famous Seignadou), Dominic had 

gathered a community of women.  These women had been excluded persons – they had either 

been heretics, or they were from heretical families – and they were now given a home in 

God’s Church, forming a new Church community.  In one sense they were the fruit of 
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preaching, but in another sense they were the preaching.  They lived the apostolic life and 

provided a setting and an atmosphere in which others could live it.  For from the outset, it 

would seem, others joined them.  The men, who went out to speak the word, came back to the 

home that this community of women was creating in Prouilhe, and from there they went out 

again.  The preachers gained effectiveness from the fact that they could claim identity with 

the community of women who formed the base of their preaching.  It would let the heretics 

know that the life of asceticism and prayer which they prized in their own leaders was being 

lived in a stable manner by people who identified with the Church.  It would let them know 

too that, if they converted, there was a home for them in the Church. 

 

What was coming into existence at Prouilhe was an institution made up of several distinctive 

groups.  There was the community of religious women.  There were the lay men and women 

who sold what they had and gave themselves and their possessions to Prouilhe and, in so 

doing, became incorporated into the sacred preaching.  And there were the clerics who both 

ministered to their own community and went out from it to preach the gospel in the 

surrounding countryside.  Such an arrangement gave the sacred preaching a new face and a 

new voice.  It is worth noting here that there existed, in that community, officially sanctioned 

preachers, those who went out to speak the word and to engage in debate with the heretics.  

These were preachers in a particular sense.  They were male clerics, qualified for their task 

because they were the only ones who had access to a theological education.  They were 

therefore the only ones who had a mandate to speak in the name of the Church.  But it is also 

important to note that this distinction of role didn’t seem to be used to separate them into a 

distinct class, apart from the others who lived with them the apostolic life.  Together they 

made up the holy preaching.  The reason women were excluded from preaching in Dominic’s 

day was because opportunities for a theological education were not available to them.  The 

scene is quite different today, of course.  With theological competence available to all, there is 

absolutely no reason why women, as well as men, can’t be preachers of the gospel.  It 

presupposes, of course, our willingness to study if we want to fulfill our vocation as 

Dominican preachers.  And while, juridically, women are still denied the opportunity to 

preach at the Eucharist, it’s up to us to find as many preaching places as we can. 

 

But to return now to Dominic and the scene at Prouilhe…  While Dominic seemed to be 

doing something original, what he was actually doing was recovering the kind of life lived by 

the first Jerusalem community as described in chapters 2 & 4 of the Acts of the Apostles 

(Acts 2:43-47.  4:32-37)  The spoken word of preaching was being done from a community 

made up of men and women, contemplatives and actives, ordained and lay, clerically 

educated and uneducated.  Dominic was discovering, or re-discovering, that the Church that 

preaching makes is an inclusive Church.  The Church that preaches, he was coming to realize, 

is the whole Church, in all its members and in all its gifts.  It is the Church that is made up of 

all those who live according to the gospel and who rejoice and pray together in the grace of 

the Holy Spirit.  It is the Church in which some go out to speak the word and others stay at 

home to serve at table.  What Dominic came to see was a Church that was not just doing the 

preaching of the gospel, but actually was the preaching of the gospel. 

 

These developments, described so summarily here, took place slowly and painfully and must 

have called for enormous patience, courage and trust in God.  As early as 1207 Dominic was 
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left alone as bearer of the dream he and Diego had come to share.  Diego, his bishop and 

preaching companion, had gone back to Spain, intending to resign from his see and return to 

France.  But unexpectedly he died.  For Dominic this must have been a shattering blow.  As 

well, the Cistercian missionaries who were in the area returned to their abbey.  Dominic’s 

aloneness at this time is stressed by his biographers.  Jordan of Saxony, Dominic’s successor 

as Master of the Order, writes (31)
vii

 “When the news of the death of the (bishop) reached the 

missionaries who had stayed on in the Toulouse district, they all went back to their own 

homes.  Brother Dominic was the only one who carried on preaching the whole time.”  What 

comes through in all the accounts is Dominic’s complete dedication to preaching the gospel, 

whatever others did.  Again we hear from Jordan (34)
viii

 that, while others took part in the 

crusade, Dominic maintained his role of constant preacher of the word of God . .. his heart 

was full of an extraordinary, almost incredible, yearning for the salvation of everyone.  

Nothing could deflect him from what he experienced as his call to preach the truth.  Again, 

from Jordan, we pick up the cost Dominic paid for his dedication in statements like “In this 

way, about ten years passed from the death of the bishop of Osma up to the Lateran Council, 

and all the time Brother Dominic remained more or less alone.” (37)
ix

  Those ten years of 

struggle and courageous fidelity to his dream of preaching the truth must have been 

enormously important in forming the mature Dominic. We can’t help wondering what 

sustained him during this difficult period.  What kept his dream alive during his long lonely 

time in Fanjeaux, that little village situated on the hill above Prouilhe where he was, for a 

time, parish priest?  To that question Edward Schillebeeckx, our Dominican brother, answers 

“Dominic kept going because of the absolute priority of God’s grace in his life”.
x
  We call it 

the virtue of hope. 

 

By contrast, after this long and difficult period, quite a different phase suddenly opened up.  

Between 1215 and Dominic’s death in 1221 at the early age of 51, events moved with 

astonishing rapidity.  By 1215 we know that Dominic was in Toulouse, invited there by 

Bishop Fulk to establish at the centre of his diocese the kind of preaching that had developed 

in Prouilhe.  And apparently Dominic found in Toulouse the kind of support he had received 

from the lay people who had donated their goods to the preaching in Prouilhe.  A local 

burgher called Peter Seilhan gave Dominic a house in the city to be a dwelling for the men 

preachers who formed a community around him.  Evidence exists that Dominic immediately 

set about gathering a community of women too, and there are hints that the core of that 

community would have been a group of the excluded ones, as in the Prouilhe foundation.  

This is in keeping with the inclusive concept of Church and of Church preaching that 

Dominic had come to believe in in Prouilhe. 

 

History is unclear about the next step that Dominic took.  We know that within a year of his 

arrival in Toulouse he went to Rome in the company of Bishop Fulk and was presented to the 

great Pope Innocent III.  We also know that one of the outcomes of that encounter was that 

Dominic went back to Toulouse and proceeded to organize his group of male companions 
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into a canonical religious community and that when he returned to Rome the following year 

(1216), he sought approval of that canonical foundation.  What is not clear is how Dominic’s 

request for approval was related to the project he originally presented to Innocent III in 1215.  

Did Dominic go to Rome only to ask for confirmation of his “Order of Friars Preachers”?  Or 

did he put before the Pope a request for recognition of the full reality of the preaching he had 

been doing in the Lauragais and was hoping to do in Toulouse?  If the first hypothesis is 

correct, Dominic’s return to Toulouse, and the choice of the Rule of St. Augustine, and the 

other canonical arrangements that were made, would simply have been the finalizing of a 

project already agreed on in substance during his visit the previous year.  If the second 

hypothesis, however, is the correct one, it would have meant Dominic going back to Toulouse 

forced to settle for a much more conventional form of organization of the preaching than he 

had proposed.  Fr. Liam Walsh, whose work I am drawing on almost verbatim here, doesn’t 

make a judgment about these competing historical hypotheses but he does suggest that, in the 

light of Dominic’s ecclesiology, or theological understanding of Church, he would, in his 

dealings with the Popes (by 1216 Honorius III had succeeded Innocent III), have continued to 

act out of the vision of preaching that he had put into practice in Prouilhe.  While it can’t be 

proved, it is quite possible that Dominic had sought recognition of the kind of preaching 

“team”, for want of a better word, he had been working with in Prouilhe and that this had 

been denied. 

 

What I’m trying to convey here in summary form are possibilities that Walsh has set out, in a 

much more thorough and scholarly way, in the paper he presented at the April gathering of 

Dominican Family representatives at Prouilhe last year.  It would seem to have some very 

important implications for us at this point of time in our Dominican story.  In giving his paper 

the title “Light for the Church” Walsh wanted to stress that Dominic’s passion was always to 

bring light to the Church and to the world.  It was this passion that made him first join the 

sacred preaching that already existed in the Languedoc, then to take charge of it and re-model 

it.  In doing this, Dominic has surely bequeathed to us a paradigm for the complex network of 

institutions that now forms the family of sisters and brothers who serve the “holy preaching” 

in the Church of today and call themselves Dominican.  The recognition has always existed 

that the Order is made up of different branches.  But Walsh would hold that the fullness of 

Dominic’s theological vision for preaching that made the different groups one was for a long 

time hidden because of an ecclesiology that gave priority to clerics and that put the right to 

preach exclusively in the hands of clerics.  The desire that was clearly evident during the last 

century, to make men and women live again the pattern of preaching envisaged by Dominic, 

was hampered by the predominant ecclesiology of the times.  But with the renewal brought 

about by Vatican II new possibilities opened up and are now being widely embraced.  Walsh 

asserts that, out of Vatican II, we have recovered the very gospel sources about Church life 

and organization that inspired Dominic and that this gives us new opportunities today to 

realize the fullness of that vision. 

 

In the light of what is now happening in the Order with respect to collaboration among the 

different branches of the Family – to some extent here in Australia but much more vigorously 

in some other parts of the world – I find Walsh’s presentation immensely encouraging.  Can it 

be that our efforts to reclaim the energy of working together in the service of preaching is 

actually a return to Dominic’s original vision?  And might it be that, as we face the almost 
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certain death of many of our existing congregations, Dominic’s charism may already be 

showing signs that the Order will live on in new forms of expression as a result of this 

collaboration? 

 

At our Chapter two years ago Sr. Mary O’Driscoll challenged us, and I quote her words:  

“What vision do we have of our world?  How much do we understand what is happening in 

it?  Do we look only at the surface, the superficial, what the media tell us, or do we try to 

penetrate more deeply, to see things with God’s eyes?  Do we hear the call addressed to us in 

the signs of our times?  Is the Gospel really important to us?  Does it inspire our dreams?  Are 

we convinced that its message is like a ball of fire able to set the world alight?”
xi

  The vision 

Dominic had was clearly prophetic.  He saw what others in his time failed to see.  He saw 

with God’s eyes because he had a heart and a mind attuned to God.  He could do this because 

he was a man of prayer.  

 

 So far I’ve alluded to Dominic’s prayer only in passing, but I’d like to focus on that now 

because it’s at the very core of who he was as a man and a preacher.  Dominic has left us no 

treatise on prayer, but his early biographers have made many references to the way he prayed.  

For him, as for medievals generally, prayer was essentially a very straightforward thing.  

Often it was a simple talking to God, and we know that Dominic was often heard  weeping 

and crying aloud “Ah, Lord!  What will become of sinners?”  It was an outward-looking and 

inclusive prayer.  We know that he urged his followers to speak either of God or to God.  

Community liturgical prayer was important to Dominic and this would have nourished, and in 

turn been nourished by, his personal prayer.  We also know that Dominic’s prayer was 

grounded in and nourished by the Scriptures.  He is said to have carried with him, wherever 

he went, the Gospel of Matthew and the Letters of St. Paul.  Dante spoke of Dominic as a 

man “fast-knit to Christ”.  Dominic knew Christ as a friend.  He could speak convincingly 

about God because he had first spoken intensely to God.  Prayer for Dominic was a way of 

being, a way of living, and because of that it found expression in his preaching.  Only God-

experiences or experiences of the Spirit enable us to be authentic and constructive critics of 

our culture and thereby preachers of salvation.  One of the negative effects of our society is 

the sense of drivenness, busyness, hyperactivity, into which we’ve been socialized.  Such 

compulsive drivenness doesn’t allow time for contemplative living.  For example, if we don’t 

have time for awe we are less alive, less human.  We experience awe when we are confronted 

by God, or by human misery.  First there is God, God’s beauty, God’s creation, God’s people.  

If we allow ourselves to notice it, be captivated by it, it leads to wonder, worship and 

eucharist.  A second cause of awe is the awful: human pain, anguish, suffering, misery.  It 

leads to a thirst for justice.  This is a different kind of awe, a mystery we cannot fully grasp.
xii

  

The contemplative Dominic knew both kinds of awe.  He was able to critique his culture 

authentically and constructively because of this.  This it was that made him a genuine 

preacher of salvation, both in the word he proclaimed and in the life he lived.  Our call is 

surely to be the same for our day. 

 

One of the Order’s mottoes which we treasure is “To contemplate and to give to others the 

fruits of our contemplation”, in other words: to allow our mission to flow from our 
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contemplation, from the prayer in which we have come to experience deeply the God who 

dwells in our innermost being.  Many of us sense that we are being called today to recover 

more deeply the contemplative dimension of our lives, to restore a healthier balance between 

contemplation and action, such as marked the life of Dominic and the many great women and 

men who have gone before us.  In speaking of how essential that balance is Meister Eckhart, 

the fourteenth century Dominican Rhineland mystic, has given us some arresting images.  The 

most striking for me is his sermon on the story of Martha and Mary in Lk. 10:38-41
xiii

.  Most 

writers who comment on this gospel episode see Martha as the exemplar of the active life and 

Mary of the contemplative life.  Eckhart, on the contrary, presents a different interpretation.  

He sees Martha as the more spiritually mature.  While he sees in Mary an unspeakable 

longing for God, he would hold that it is Martha who manifests the more mature spirituality.  

When Martha says of Mary “Lord, tell her to help me”, he claims that she speaks out of 

affection and concern for Mary.  Martha understood Mary because Martha had been where 

Mary now is, that is, stuck, too attached to spiritual consolations.  Jesus was not rebuking 

Martha, Eckhart holds, but reassuring her that Mary would come eventually to the spiritual 

maturity out of which Martha lived.  A mature spirituality engages the world, does not 

withdraw from it.  A truly Spirit-filled person, grounded in the ground of the soul but active in 

the world, is living a deep communion with God.  Martha is present in the world in a 

grounded way, one that has broken through any hint of narcissism.  For Eckhart, to be free of 

the concerns of the world is neither possible nor desirable.  What is possible and necessary is 

that ministry be grounded in a way of living that is deeply contemplative.  Martha was so 

grounded and she wanted this for Mary as well.  Martha didn’t want to see Mary dally on the 

spiritual journey and not come to the place where contemplation gives birth to both holiness 

and hospitality.  Martha, Eckhart claims, was so well grounded that her being at the service of 

others was not a hindrance.  Mary was not yet so well grounded that she could take the risk of 

leaving her place at the feet of Jesus.  In breaking through the traditional distinction between 

the active and the contemplative life, Eckhart has given us an excellent model of sanctity.  

There is a real rhythm manifested here.  There is no either-or, no Martha without Mary and 

vice-versa.  Contemplation overflows into action. 

 

Didn’t Jesus teach St. Catherine of Siena this same lesson?  As you no doubt remember, 

Catherine’s initial desire was to live as a hermit and for some time she actually did this, 

developing a close relationship with Jesus Christ.  But after three years she experienced God 

asking her to leave her solitude in order to be of service to her sisters and brothers.  Initially 

Catherine was reluctant to do this, fearful of losing some of the intimacy with God she’d 

come to treasure.  In prayer she told God of her fears and received the answer: 

 
  I have no intention whatever of parting you from myself, but 

  rather of making sure to bind you to me all the closer by the 

  bond of your love for your neighbour.  Remember that I have  

  laid down two commandments of love: love of me and love 

  of your neighbour…It is the justice of these two command- 

  ments that I want you now to fulfil.  On two feet you must 

  walk my way.
xiv
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Catherine had become grounded in God.  The time had come for her to engage with the wider 

world, to walk the way of God firmly on the two feet of contemplation and action.  Another 

image both Catherine and Eckhart use is that of a woman becoming pregnant in order to give 

birth.  We must be pregnant with God, contemplatives, if we are to give birth and bring forth 

new life. 

 

While I was preparing this presentation about this time last year we celebrated the feast of the 

Transfiguration of the Lord.  In contemplating that event we see Jesus on the mountain top 

experiencing his close relationship with God, knowing himself as God’s “beloved Son”.  But 

we know that he didn’t remain on the mountain in glory.  He had to fulfil his mission by 

coming down the mountain to enter deeply into the world’s pain, suffering and alienation 

from God.  Jesus himself showed us the way by living his life within the rhythm of glory and 

suffering, contemplation and action that is the pattern of all Christian living. 

 

Karl Rahner once claimed that in the future Christians will be mystics
xv

 or nothing at all, a 

prediction reiterated by Albert Nolan in his recent book “Jesus Today”.
xvi

  Many thoughtful 

people speak in a similar vein.  These people claim that the religious life of the future will 

have a deeply contemplative base or it will cease to have any real relevance in our world.  It 

needs to offer people a way of living they cannot find in today’s world of hyperactivity – a 

way that is communal and contemplative as well as of service.  The emphasis, they claim, will 

be on who we are rather than what we do.  Fr. Don Goergen, a gifted American teacher and 

preacher with whom I had the privilege of working last year in New Zealand, is deeply 

convinced of this.  He believes that the true contemplative acts out of a different kind of 

consciousness and that we religious and all committed Christians are being called to be 

midwives to this new consciousness.  Isn’t that what Dominic and Francis did in their day, for 

their generation?  I quote from an article of Don’s:  “Religious life in its history has always 

been about the birth of a new stage of consciousness, whether that was the move into the 

desert, then into cenobitic communities, later into mendicant and itinerant ways of life or, in 

response to urgent social needs following the industrial revolution, to more active 

congregations at the service of evangelization, catechesis, Catholic education, health care, 

ministry to the poor and marginalized, and tremendous missionary endeavours.  In its 

discernment of and fidelity to the surplus in the gospel, religious life always was and always 

will be on the cutting edge of a new consciousness…  To be faithful to ourselves now, we 

should not regret that we cannot be in the future what we have been in the past, but rather help 

to create the life conditions among us that will be transformative for the future.  This will 

require fewer members, a contemplative heart and an appreciation of mysticism as integral to 

mission.”
xvii

 

 

We have a great inheritance of which we are justly proud.  But it is our sacred task now to 

write a new chapter in the Dominican story, to live Dominic’s charism today.  To use the 

words of Edward Schilleebeckx, it is our responsibility to make the Dominican story real 
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today as a completely new performance of an existing Dominican melody.
xviii

  How can we 

continue to be the “Holy Preaching” in the milieu and in the circumstances in which we find 

ourselves today? 

 

I’d like to bring this reflection to a close by reading Simon Tugwell’s poem on Dominic 

entitled “Homage to a Saint”.  He wrote it at Prouilhe in 1977.
xix

  While it’s a bit long, and in 

some places a little quaint, and while it does contain exclusive language, it’s nonetheless a 

beautiful poem which inspires us to catch fire from Dominic’s vision.  I’d like to read it and 

then, after a short pause, invite you to pray a litany in honour of Dominic.  
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