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Letter of Fr. Manuel Merten, OP

(General Promoter of the Nuns)

Dear Sisters,

The last letter I wrote to you via Monialibus began with my personal experiences around the time of the election of the new Pope and his solemn enthronement. In the meantime, Pope Benedict XVI has learnt how to raise people’s spirits and to look back in gratitude on his predecessor Pope John Paul II. The ever-longer queues of people in St Peter’s basilica are impressive. Daily they exercise their patience as they wait for the chance of a fleeting prayer before his tomb. Equally impressive is the fact that the number of the faithful who attend the present Pope’s Wednesday audience, week after week, is steadily increasing. The growth rate is between 200 and 300 per cent.
In June I was granted a time of especially intensive contemplation. Together with four sisters of the Dominican Congregation of Bethany (Venlo/Holland), I spent my holidays on a small boat on the Canal du Midi (A 241-km stretch of water that links the Atlantic Ocean to the Mediterranean Sea). For two whole weeks, we listened to the singing of the birds and the lapping of the water (and also of course the regular hum of the powerful diesel engine when we were under way). We could not get enough of the ever-changing beauty of the landscape, and above all the trees that adorned the banks on both sides, their tops touching above the water and giving us the impression of passing through rows of columns, just as if we were visiting one magnificent cathedral after another. The infinite variety of colour, light, and shade was indescribable. We mostly sought out some secluded spot to moor for the night. We often celebrated Mass on deck, prayed the liturgy of the hours there too, and sat until late into the night in the open air, sharing our experiences with each other, singing, or simply listening to what our heart had to say in response to so much beauty experienced in God’s creation, and through the ingenuity of mankind. This canal, built more than 300 years ago, still bears witness to that.

On 7th July 2005 it was finally possible to take up a gift that the sisters of the Dominican convent in Schwalmtal (Germany) had made a year previously for my 60th birthday: a day’s outing with the community, as a day of remembrance and thanksgiving. In order to understand what follows, it is necessary to know that already as a student I was involved with these sisters and the children’s village that they run; later I spent ten years as pedagogical director and had always kept in touch. So amongst other things, that explains why this community was willing to take in sisters from the monastery in Luxemburg when it closed. I was still provincial in the Dominican province of Teutonia at that time, as well as being Vicar of the Master of the Order for the monastery in Luxemburg. Sr. Maria Regina Müller, who was then prioress, and two older sisters of her community, Sr. Simonetta and Sr. Elisabeth, took up the offer and moved to Schwalmtal in Germany; four other sisters moved within Luxemburg to an old people’s care home. In the meantime Sr. Simonetta and Sr. Elisabeth have died. Therefore, for Sr. Maria Regina the question of returning to a monastery came up, now that she no longer had to care for her fellow sisters. Naturally we had talked over the possibilities together, and the option for a monastery within Germany seemed to have been taken... and then it all turned out differently. But now I’ll return to my birthday present and the day out with the sisters.

Sr. Maria Regina had decided to take part in the excursion, and asked me if I could spare her a little time for a conversation. Obviously I could... Our journey took us then to the Convent of St. Nicholas beside a water tower, and here we said the midday office and had lunch. After that some free personal time was scheduled: the moment for the conversation. The large castle gardens afforded space enough to be able to talk without being disturbed.  And so Sr. Maria Regina confided in me what had been going through her mind over the previous months: “You know that for some time I have taken over responsibility for the sacristy. That means that I spend more time in the chapel than I did previously. I enjoy that, especially in the early morning, when there is no one else around. I experience these hours in a special way as ‘undisturbed time with God’. And particularly at these times, I’m not quite sure how, the thought repeatedly took hold of me that I am being called to Prouilhe. It is such an important place for the whole Order. What is more, I can well imagine that with the Jubilee year coming up anyone who can lend a useful hand will be welcome. What do you think?” We went over the pros and cons together for a couple of hours. Finally Sr. Maria Regina said: “So I ask you to contact Sr. Claire Marie, the prioress of Prouilhe and convey my wish to her officially”. Very shortly thereafter, I had the chance to do so, as the meeting of the International Commission of the Nuns in Torrente/Valencia, to which Sr. Claire Marie was also invited, began only a few days later. Since then, the council and chapter of the monastery of Prouilhe have voted a temporary transfer for Sr. Maria Regina and on 22nd November 2005 I drove her to Prouilhe with a few possessions from her previous monastery at Luxemburg. Thankfully, we were not only accompanied on this journey by Sr. Veronika  Stettner, former prioress general of the Dominican sisters of Bethany, but she had also put a spacious car at our disposal. I add to this story the personal hope that God wishes Prouilhe to have a future, and that the celebration of the jubilee will provide a stimulus, so that this future will soon begin to take shape more clearly than heretofore.


This year’s meeting of the International Commission of the Nuns took place from the 10th to the 17th of July 2005. The Federation of the Immaculate Conception (Federacion de la Inmaculada) received us in their monastery at Torrente / Valencia (Spain) with a warmth of hospitality it would be difficult to surpass. Elsewhere in this edition of Monialibus you will find more detailed reports of this meeting. It was the first with the new membership: Sr. Mary Thomas (North America) is now replaced by Sr. Mary Lucy (Buffalo); Sr. Maria Thomas (Region of Europa) by Sr. Breda (Drogheda); Sr. Teresa (Mexico) by Sr. Rosa Maria (Pátzcuaro); Sr. Isabel (Federation of the Holy Rosary, Spain) by another Sr. Isabel (Jumilla); Sr. Claire Marie (France) by Sr. Jean-Thérèse (Orbey). Alongside the work that we did with Fr. Mike O’Rourke, General Secretary of the Order (preparation for a renewed database for the nuns, monasteries, and federations that is easier to keep up), Fr. Robert Ombres, Procurator General of the Order (help in connection with the Constitutions), Sr. Klarissa Watermann, European delegate of the Order for Justice and Peace (“Is there anything left besides despair?—Ways to a more just world”), and Sr. Claire Marie, prioress of Prouilhe (the Prouilhe Project—a talk on contemplation), we were very busy with the answers to the questionnaire on contemplation that had been sent in, in large numbers, both by communities and individual nuns. All of these answers must now be collated, and a document produced, as well as an index. Sr. Jean-Thérèse took on responsibility for the French edition, Sr. Breda for the English, and Sr. Isabel for the Spanish. The result of this work is intended to help the Master of the Order in the composition of his letter for the Jubilee Year. The underlying question and associated wish is: How can the fruit of the contemplation of the nuns of the Order be more effectively experienced by the whole Dominican family? What particular message can the nuns—via the voice of the Master of the Order—preach to the other branches of the family? How can the contemplative dimension of Dominican life be (re)discovered and made more significant for all?

Then we worked further on the preparation for the gathering of International Commissions and Councils of the Order in Prouilhe, scheduled from April 28th to May 4th in this coming year. Amongst other things, each of these Commissions is responsible for the liturgy on one day of the conference, and it will be the turn of the Commission of the Nuns on April 29th, feast day of St Catherine of Siena.

      We also expressed ideas for the organisation of the Jubilee Year (from the first Sunday of Advent 2006 until the Epiphany of the Lord in 2008). Here is a brief selection:

· The Commission of the Nuns will compose its own prayer for the Jubilee Year, that can be prayed by the whole Dominican family; the prayer already exists in English and Spanish versions, and is being translated into other languages, to be published in due course. 

· The setting aside of one day, that will be simultaneously celebrated throughout the world. Appropriate suggestions and texts can be submitted for this. A particularly appropriate date would seem to be the Feast of Our Lady of the Rosary, which falls on a Sunday in the Jubilee Year.

· On this day, members of the other branches of the Dominican family could select a particular monastery, where they would celebrate a specially-prepared liturgy together with the nuns. This might include some ritualistic expression of the whole Dominican family, with ‘their Nuns,’ stepping through a gateway into a new century; on this day vespers could be combined with adoration of the Blessed Sacrament. 

· One could possibly also think about exchanges on the subject of the Master’s letter on contemplation. This could be linked to a particular season or feast, thinking possibly in terms of a Triduum for the feast of St Catherine or St Dominic.

· The Jubilee prayer should be printed on a special card or holy picture and widely circulated.

· To open the Jubilee Year, all Dominican churches, chapels, and monasteries could, at an agreed time, before the First Vespers of the First Sunday of Advent 2006, ring their bells for ten minutes (Dominicans ringing around the world).

· To enable each Dominican brother and sister to ‘get on board’, a Novena leading up to the First Sunday in Advent, could mark a way of entering into the Jubilee Year.

· An indulgence could be obtained in the chapel of every monastery, as well as in certain Dominican churches. 

· The Master of the Order could inaugurate the Jubilee in a church of special historical significance (Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome, or the successor to the monastery of San Sisto at Monte Mario in Rome, or at Prouilhe itself). This event could be transmitted by radio or television, or at least subsequently made available to the ‘Dominican world’ via a digital recording.

At the end of July, I travelled to the USA. In the middle of my mission was a visitation of the monastery at Union City in accordance with LCO 228. The Master of the Order had become so anxious about the welfare of this small community beset by old age and illness. Together with Fr. Dominic Izzo, provincial of the Province of St Joseph, I first of all visited Mother Mary Jordan (87) the prioress. Since June 2004 she has been in hospital, from where she decides the fate of her five fellow sisters, Sr. Mary Clare (93), Sr. Mary Gemma (89), Sr. Mary Charlotte (74), Sr. Carol Marie (73) and Sr. Maria Aquinas (68). She resolutely declared that it was necessary to tackle the problematic situation and take a decision concerning the future, for “even with the help of good friends, we can no longer be sure of getting one hot meal a day on to the table. We don’t know how we can face up to the maintenance costs of such a large building in the long run, and even if we got vocations, we could not be sure of offering them an adequate formation in a properly functioning community”. She made it clear that she, personally, could envisage accepting the generous offer of the Dominican nuns at Lancaster to move the whole community there together, and close their own monastery. But she wished that if this were the solution, that all would go together. Finally, she authorised me to hold, in her absence, a meeting of the council and the chapter, and to proceed to a decision and vote. Thereafter, Fr. Dominic and I drove to the monastery in Union City and spoke with each sister individually, and then all together. It was moving to listen to them, to see their good will and readiness for sacrifice. Sr. Mary Clare’s words still ring in my ears: “I have lived here for over 60 years now. I was professed here, and I would like to die and to be buried here”. Who can remain unmoved by such words? Nothing was decided that day. I promised the sisters I would return in two days’ time. When I arrived in the USA, I had received a document informing me of the interest of a few lay Dominicans and some Dominican sisters (Caldwell Dominicans), in setting up a project to provide health care for the homeless or other poor people in Union City and district, alongside the monastery of nuns– and thereby provide the necessary care for them too. I had brought this letter to the attention of the prioress and the community. Thanks to the flexibility of Sr. Alice, Sr. Elise and Mrs Warshaw, the protagonists in the aforementioned project that was to bear the name “Benincasa-Centre Project”, it was possible to meet with them and hear their suggestions and questionings. I used the afternoon and evening of this intermediate day for a visit to our nuns in the Bronx. I was made very welcome, and we had lots to talk about. The next day I went back alone to Union City. Now we held a real conventual chapter. I reported back on my meeting with the proponents of the Benincasa-Centre Project and we reflected intensively, in a very open spirit, on possibilities for the future. While a few nuns were inclined to close the monastery in Union City and join the nuns in Lancaster, others simply could not bring themselves to envisage this solution. At the same time it was important to all, as it had been to the prioress, to stay together as a community. The way forward opened up by the invitation of the nuns at Lancaster was for the moment still blocked. Votes were taken in Council and Chapter on the two following resolutions:

1. We, the members of the Chapter of the Monastery of the Perpetual Rosary at Union City, are willing to start negotiations with the Dominican Sisters of Caldwell (Benincasa Centre Project) with the aim to offer them space for their intended project and, as a countermove to that, to receive from them support, medical and other care.

2. We, the members of the Chapter of the Monastery of the Perpetual Rosary at Union City, are willing to accept the assistance of the Friars of the Province of St. Joseph, USA with regard to upcoming juridical and administrative questions. We ask the Master of the Order to appoint a friar as his vicar in order to fulfil this task.

Since then, the Master of the Order has appointed Fr. Dominic Izzo as his vicar and negotiations with the Caldwell Dominicans have begun. I heartily wish that these will lead at least to a provisional solution that will be a real help to our nuns at Union City, who have become so close to my heart. Yet I would also like to take this opportunity of thanking the Lancaster nuns who had so generously set everything in motion “just in case”.

The second half of August saw me setting off for Mexico. The Master of the Order had asked Fr. Brian Pierce and me to accompany him on the retreat he was to preach to the nuns of the Mexican federation. Above all, we were to be available for meeting individual sisters and celebrating the sacrament of reconciliation. In the course of the retreat, there was to be some special events: the blessing of the new chapel of the monastery of Saint Mary of Guadalupe, together with some professions and clothings. Many sisters asked me for the text of the homily that I preached at the clothing ceremony. That brought me to the idea of making it available to all here in Monialibus. I think back with gratitude to those days in Mexico. It was a time of intensity, during which I got to know many nuns on a very personal level.


At the beginning of September, there took place in Prague a meeting of prioresses and accompanying sisters from monasteries in the Europa Region. That means all of our monasteries in Europe that are not in Spain, France or Italy. It was the first meeting of its kind and a complete success. Elsewhere in Monialibus you will find detailed reports of this meeting, and also IDI has already published information about it. Two things especially have remained in my mind: how deeply the sisters from the West of the former iron curtain were impressed by the witness of the sisters who had lived under Communist regimes, frequently underground or under surveillance, and the great respect with which each greeted the other, despite the often great differences in the concrete ways in which a life according the Constitutions of the Nuns of the Order is lived. In this connection, the nuns of the monastery of Prague deserve special praise. They contributed to the success of the meeting in an impressive manner. For those who would like more information, there is an opportunity to consult the Internet site dedicated to the meeting at the following address: www.moniales.meeting.op.cz
Four Dominican bishops took part in the worldwide Synod of Bishops on the significance of the Eucharist: Cardinal Cottier (Vatican), Bishop Bruguès (France), Bishop Duka (Czech Republic), and the Master of the Order. As Bishop Duka had taken up residence in Santa Sabina, and every day went to and fro between our house and the Vatican with the Master, we regularly got news of the latest developments at first hand. 

At the end of October, I made a long-promised visit to the monastery in Oslo. I was most gratified to see the community in such good form, after a difficult period. I was especially impressed with the formation programme for the two novices, and their great joy in studying. 

At the beginning of November, the General Promoters came together for a conclusive meeting in Santa Sabina in Rome: the main business was planning the gathering of the International Commissions and Councils of the Order from 28th April – 4th May 2006 in Prouilhe, in preparation for the Jubilee Year of the founding of the first Dominican community, the monastery of Saint Mary of Prouilhe. 

In the brief retreat made at the beginning of the November session of the General Council, the theme selected was death. Fr. Chrys McVey, Socius of the Master of the Order for Apostolic Life, introduced our recollection with the following words: “November is the time we remember all our dead. So many recent disasters have claimed many innocent people. They have been killed by tsunami, hurricane, earthquake and war. And at the end of the month, in the first week of December, we remember the martyrs of El Salvador, killed 25 years ago. They are all very present to us as we seek to find meaning in their dying. But November is also a time for us to reflect on our own dying. This we do today.” Together with a few quotations from the Scriptures, the following sentences helped us in our reflection: 

In the Middle Ages, one of the main purposes of life was to make a “good death”. Have I integrated my dying into my living?

How have I done this?

What do I mean when I say “eternal life”? What does it mean for me? What does it mean when I preach about the last things?

Among my “dead” who is most present to me, now, in this month of November, and on this day, here and now?
Later we spoke about these questions amongst ourselves with great frankness and a profundity that was moving. We were near to tears on a number of occasions. When I think back over these hours of fraternal sharing, I am filled with gratitude that I have the privilege of belonging to a community where such things are possible. Like Brother Reginald once did, I could also say: “I believe that I have no merit for having lived in this Order, for I have always experienced so much joy in it. (Libellus N° 64).”

Yours with heartfelt greetings and wishes for a blessed Christmas and a New Year under God’s protection, 
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Program of the General Promoter

Year 2005

November 21     Prouilhe (France): transfer of Sr. Maria Regina (Luxembourg) 
December 10      Rome (Italy): Day of Retreat – Community

Year 2006

January 30         Senekal (South Africa): Inauguration of new community & farewell to Spanish Sisters

February 4         Multan (Pakistan): Dominican Family Leaders’ Conference in Asia Pacific
 Region
                                                              Visit to the Monastery in Karachi

March                Visits to the Monasteries of the Province of Betica

April 24             Prouilhe (France): 800 Years of Prouilhe – Meeting International Commissions OP

                                                            Annual Meeting of the International Commission of Nuns

May 12               Schwalmtal (Germany): Golden Jubilee of Children’s Village of Bethany Sisters 

June                    Visits to the Monasteries in Mexico

June 26               U.S.A.: Retreat with the Master to the Nuns in US

                            Solemn Profession of Sr. Theresa Tham (Vietnam)

July 29                Landsberg (Germany): Workshop for Dominican Sisters

September 3      Landsberg (Germany): Meeting of German Speaking Prioresses

Meeting of Prioresses of the Monasteries of the "Europa Utriusque" Region

in Prague - September 2005

by Sr. Zdzislawa M. Szymczynska, OP (Vilnius)
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From September 5th to the 11th, the historic first meeting of prioresses from the monasteries of the "Europa Utriusque" Region took place in Prague. Participants represented 20 monasteries from 13 European countries: Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Germany, Ireland, Lithuania, Luxemburg, Norway, Poland, Portugal, and Switzerland, as well as France and Italy. The meeting was organized by sisters from the monasteries of Central and Eastern Europe, and sisters of the Prague-Lysolaje monastery hosted the meeting. The moderator was Fr. Manuel Merten, the General Promoter. The following Fathers were also present: Fr. Viktor Hofstetter, Fr. Karl Meyer, Fr. Christoph Holzer, Fr. Jakub Gonciarz, Fr. Damian Nemec and Fr. Paul Murray. The meeting took place in the Capuchin Friars’ retreat house near Prague Castle in the Old Town. The theme of the meeting was: "Nuns in the Heart of the Preaching Family". Its motto from the book of Isaiah, "My word that comes forth from my mouth will not return to me empty", is an allusion to N. 1:2 of the Constitutions of the Nuns of the Order.

On the morning of September 6th, the meeting began with a solemn concelebrated Mass presided over by Fr. Manuel Merten. In his homily, Father pointed out that how we see reality depends upon our point of view. His hope for us was that the living of our contemplative vocation might enable us to see everything and everyone through the eyes of Jesus Christ; to rejoice with the joyful and weep with the sorrowful, and so bear witness to God's love and goodness in our words and lives. He expressed the hope that this meeting of ours would contribute to this, so that today’s Europe would not lack this perspective...

Our common sessions took place in a spacious old refectory of the Capuchin priory, where the logo of the meeting was displayed: a large reproduction of the icon of the Annunciation, painted by Sister Jacka of the Prague monastery. We conversed in three languages: Polish, English, and German. Simultaneous translation was provided, thanks to the help of our Brothers and Sisters: Fr. Carsten Barwasser, Fr. Andrzej Ponikowski, Sr. Aleksandra Zareba, and Brother Mariusz Tabaczek, as well as invited friends. We were welcomed by Sr. M. Pavla Dobalova, Prioress of the Prague monastery, in the name of all the monasteries of Central and Eastern Europe. Fr. Manuel gave us a message from the Master of the Order, Fr. Carlos Azpiroz Costa, who was conducting visitations in Central America. Father Master assured us of his prayer, encouraging us to discover such forms of collaboration as would help to deepen the way we live our contemplative vocation. A guest on this first morning was Fr. Dominik Duka OP, bishop of the diocese of Hradec Kralove, who served as Provincial of the Czech Province for many years. He touched on both the ancient and the more recent history of the Order in this country, and highlighted especially the courage and faithfulness of the Brothers and Sisters during the time of the communist regime as well as the collaboration among them. He urged all the members of the Order to stand in the midst of life in our nations today, and not on the margins.

Fr. Paul Murray introduced the theme of our meeting and delivered a tremendously interesting and inspiring conference, which he called "Drinking In the Word: Dominicans and the New Wine of the Gospel". In language groups, we shared our reflections and experiences on this theme—the joy of “getting drunk on the Word of God”—in our own lives and in our communities. On this first day there were also several historical contributions showing briefly how this meeting came about. Sr. Zdzislawa from Vilnius spoke about how we lived our vocation during communist times; Sr. Dominika from Radonie, about the collaboration among the monasteries of Central and Eastern Europe after 1990. In an interesting report, "Following the Path of St Dominic Together: In the Heart of the Order, in the Heart of Europe", Sr. Susanna from Lage spoke about the first contacts and subsequent unfolding of collaboration from the standpoint of Sisters from the German-speaking countries. These testimonies were completed by our ex-Promoter Fr. Viktor Hofstetter whose time in that office, as he said, acquainted him with the profound spirit of the Nuns’ Constitutions.

The next day, Sr. Breda Carroll of Drogheda, a new member of the International Commission of the Nuns for the “Europa Utriusque” Region, introduced herself by first sharing a few interesting points from her life, and then explaining to us how she understands her role on the Commission. She also recalled the tasks of the Commission, emphasizing that the Commission should facilitate mutual communication among the monasteries, and should be of help to the General Promoter and to the Master of the Order. She asked us to think of how communities could help each other in a concrete way. Might we, for example, assist in translating texts for "Monialibus"?... To warm applause, Sr. Breda thanked her predecessor Sr. Maria Thomas of Oslo for her many years of service on the Commission of the Nuns.

Much of our meeting was devoted to presentations by the monasteries, illustrated by photos, films, and various folders. We became acquainted with the enormous richness and historical variety of the monasteries in our part of Europe. Some houses (Lienz, Altenstadt, Regensburg, Bergamo, Weesen) have been in existence for centuries. The Swiss monastery in Weesen is preparing to celebrate its 750th anniversary next year: we saw pictures of the beautiful architecture and the art treasures gathered over the centuries, all expressive of the spirit of generations of nuns living and praying there. The Polish monastery in Krakow is very happy about the 2004 opening of the beatification process of Sister Magdalena Maria Epstein. Much "younger" monasteries in Znojmo (Czech Republic) and Vilnius (Lithuania) were formed clandestinely during communist times. The youngest community of the Region, the monastery in Radonie, was erected in the spring of 2005 as a foundation from the monastery of St. Anna in Poland; the community in Prague, confirmed in 1993, was started without any founding monastery. The monastery in Herne, the last contemplative monastery in Belgium, is facing new challenges: the Sisters, unwilling to see monastic life die out in that country, are thinking of moving to another site. The Swiss monastery in Wil, with a history going back to the 13th Century, wants to return to its roots: the Sisters had changed from the second to the third Order at the beginning of the 20th Century, as a result of adopting a school; now they are striving to live contemplative life to the full. The monastery of Klausen experienced a major shift, both externally and internally, when the nuns moved to Rieste-Lage in northern Germany in 2000. A fire in 1994 was the dramatic event which relocated the monastery of St. Catherine of Siena; the community, now happy about its new vocations, keeps in contact with other monasteries, including those outside Europe. Our Region includes large monasteries like St Anna in Poland, as well as small ones like the community of four nuns in Lisbon. The international communities in Fatima and Oslo are examples of how much our common charism, friendship, and prayer unite us.

The testimony of Sr. Michaela, Prioress of Znojmo, was especially moving. The community was dispersed in 1950 soon after its foundation by decision of the communist government of Czechoslovakia, and thus designated to be destroyed. Over the course of four decades, the sisters had to change their residence and workplace nine times. Nevertheless they strove to stay united, and formed their spiritual and religious life "according to their consciences". For many years they carried with them a symbol of enclosure: a grille, which they could never use... After 1989 when the country regained its freedom, the Sisters were given a former Dominican priory in Znojmo, Moravia, founded by St. Hyacinth in the 13th Century. The community radiates a spirit of prayer and love which has attracted new vocations. Two years ago Sr. Katerina Bakova died there--a courageous, saintly prioress who led the community for many years during their wandering.

We were greatly moved too by Sr. Maria Regina Muller’s story of the Luxemburg monastery (Our Lady of Mercy) which closed in 2000. In 1997, nine Sisters faced the question of how to continue their life, making the courageous decision to move to the house of the Dominicans of Bethany in Waldniel (Germany), where they continue to fulfill their mission of prayer. Sr. M. Regina concluded by quoting from writings of the 19th Century foundress of Luxemburg: "God speaks to us in the events we live through; it depends on us whether we will hear his voice... Every moment is a gift to us from God. There is no need either to regret the past, or to be afraid of the future..." The time allotted to the monastery presentations was necessarily limited, leaving much for personal exchange during walks or coffee breaks. At one of our common recreations we also tasted specialities brought from our homes in the various countries. 

On Wednesday September 7th, Sr. Claire Marie de Jesus Rolf of Prouilhe presented a talk on the theme of contemplation, illustrated with beautiful pictures and introduced by a mime on the nine ways of prayer of St. Dominic. "To contemplate is to abide in the Word of God, in His love... All Dominican life must be deeply rooted in contemplation. The core of contemplative prayer is to be present to Him who is present in the present... As we consent to being fully present to God, and to "wasting" our time with Him because "He is" rather than for what He gives, we may eventually find ourselves enabled to be present to our neighbour, seeing and loving them gratuitously for what they are..." It was a fine introduction to the talk Sister gave the next day entitled "Nuns in the Heart of the Preaching Family", which showed the deep link between prayer and the mission of preaching the Word. Our monasteries should be places where it can be "seen" that God is love... At the end of her talk, Sr. Claire Marie proposed several questions for reflection and group discussion. Our conclusions were then shared in the plenary session: the credibility of our witness flows from the authenticity of our life of love and prayer in community; theoretical knowledge alone does not make us credible. We have many things to abandon, if the proclamation of the Word is to be more genuine and more resounding in our time, just as St. Dominic and Bishop Diego in their time abandoned their horses and shoes. What we must abandon are egocentricity, false ideas of autonomy, and even our own dreams of what we should do, in favour of that what we should be... 

On Friday September 9th, Fr. Manuel Merten introduced the theme: our place in present-day Europe. Commenting on the Gospel, the parable of the workers in the vineyard, Father pointed out the difference between the Gospel’s hierarchy of values and the hierarchy of values in the global economy. Goodness, grace, and justice: this is the service of witness which we must offer one another in our communities and in the Order, and to which we must bear witness in today’s Europe. In the morning we heard Fr. Manuel's talk "European Union: Its Influence on the Life of Dominican Nuns". Afterwards we met in language groups to reflect on this theme in the context of our own experience. The results of the sharing clearly showed that we all consider contact among the monasteries to be important; this is how we can help each other to seek, and to keep recognizing anew, our identity as nuns in the Dominican Order. We need each other, although we differ and are often divided by great distances. One of the Fathers remarked that a meeting like this creates the "European Union" at the spiritual level. Many of us experienced the joy of discovering what unites us: the "Dominican-ness" which makes us feel at home in any monastery. In the afternoon Fr. Manuel invited us to discuss future cooperation among the Region’s monasteries, and also to evaluate this meeting. Each of us told what we found especially moving, the thing for which each one was especially grateful. Many heartfelt, touching, and cheerful words of gratitude were spoken for everything we experienced. There were endless words of thanks for the talks delivered, the monastery presentations, the testimonies, the very atmosphere of the meeting. In the evening, as a completion of our common work, Sr. Claire Marie invited everybody on a "photo trip" to Prouilhe, and also gave us some information about the projected Jubilee. From Advent 2006 until the solemnity of Epiphany 2008 Prouilhe, together with all the monasteries, will celebrate the 800th anniversary of its foundation. It is in fact the birthday of the Dominican charism, a feast of the whole Order. 

Saturday September 10th, our final day, was the day of pilgrimage to Jablonne in Podjestedi and the tomb of Saint Zdislava. In the Dominican church founded by the Saint in the 13th Century, we attended a solemn Mass celebrated by Fr. Bishop Dominik Duka OP. We had dinner in the monastic refectory, and local parishioners treated us with cakes made especially for us. During dinner, Fr. Damian Nemec related the history of the place, and told us about the devotion to the Holy Noblewoman Zdislava. In the afternoon we went for a 4-km walk to Lemberk Castle, which was once the Saint's home and is now a museum of medieval art and customs. The weather was lovely and sunny. Even the chartered bus trip to Jablonne itself was pleasant, with conversation, lots of laughter, and a common Rosary in five languages. We returned to Prague around 8 p. m. to find that the big meeting hall had been prepared for a farewell recreation. There were various funny sketches, games, songs, etc. prepared by the representatives of various monasteries. There was an "opera", as well as an Irish dance--and refreshments in addition. And most of all, there was the joyful, friendly, atmosphere which gave us all such a wonderful feeling. Finally, Sr. Pavla thanked everyone for their participation, for all the good we received from the Lord in these days. The sisters from Lysolaje handed out souvenirs. 

We are greatly indebted to the community of our sisters from Prague-Lysolaje for the entire physical set-up of the meeting. They took care of all the economic and technical concerns, the liturgical preparation, as well as the decoration of the main hall and all the "signposts" around the retreat house; in a word, they saw to it that nothing was missing... Prague was chosen as the meeting's venue because in 2005, the Czech Province celebrated the centenary of its restoration by Bl. Hyacinth M. Cormier. And so on Thursday September 18th, we took part in a solemn Mass at the Dominican church of St. Aegidio. After the Mass there was a concert by our Prague sisters, together with an excellent organist-virtuoso Prof. Jaroslav Vodrazka. Then we enjoyed a friendly agape with the Dominican family of Prague in the cloister of the priory. Each day of our meeting began with common prayer: a concelebrated Mass conjoined with Lauds in the Capuchin church; and the daily sessions concluded with sung Vespers. Each of us received a text with translation into Polish, English or German. During the afternoon break there was a possibility of adoration of the Blessed Sacrament exposed in the chapel.

Information about the entire meeting as it unfolded was provided on the website www.moniales.meeting.op.cz, and will be accessible till May 2006. We invite you to log on and get acquainted with the content and see the photo gallery. Thanks be to God for the gift of this meeting!

Meeting of Prioresses of the Europa Utriusque region - Prague 2005
Homily by Mons. (Bishop) Dominic Duka, O.P.
Dear Brothers and Sisters,

We gather today at the tomb of Saint Zdislava in Jablonne. For 700 years there has been a devotion to this sister of ours, this holy wife, who stands at the origin of Dominican history in our country. According to an old tradition, Saint Zdislava in the course of her work met and knew Saint Albert the Great. Together with her husband Havel, Duke of Lemberk, she often stayed as a guest at the royal court in Prague. As described by her legend, her life is similar to that of Teresa of Avila, though this may be simply an idea or tale recounted by the writers of her legend. Even as a child, she wanted to belong to God alone in a deep and unique love. Her father, a rich and powerful landowner, entrusted his daughters to the Cistercian nuns in Tischnov for education and training. Young Zdislava showed more interest in religious life than did her three sisters. After her wedding, however, she left her homeland Maehren with its primeval forest, and went to live in her husband’s castle in the forest of northern Bohemia, where she played a major role in the history of the colonization of Sudetenland.

Today we know that she founded two Dominican monasteries at Jablonne and Turnov. She was also concerned for the plight of the sick, and founded a hospital in the fast-growing town of Jablonne. This town was the most important medieval settlement in this region, and retained its importance into the Baroque period. Zdislava the noblewoman not only founded Dominican monasteries; she was also a spiritual leader and a source of inspiration to the whole Dominican Family.  In fact, she lived on in the memory of the entire nation as a as a great woman and a merciful lady, who with her tender and diligent hands maintained a close and loving contact with the poor and the sick. She combined her assistance and charity with the intercessions of the Church.

The period in which Zdislava lived was not an idyllic and peaceful age, but a dangerous and strife-filled time of war. There was civil war in Bohemia between the king’s faction and that of his son, and from the north there was the threat of Tartar invasions. In this troubled era Lady Zdislava, as duchess, had to take over the administration and the supervision of her land.

Our beloved Saint Zdislava is also an eloquent example of one who made a success of her difficult marriage: she was an inspiration as wife and mother, drawing strength from the well-springs of her faith, and becoming a Christian witness in the Church and in society. She belongs to the great line of holy women of the 13th Century, being related to Agnes of Prague, Elizabeth of Thuringia, Margaret of Hungary, and Cunegunda of Poland. Zdislava was an influence for good and beauty in the culture and history of her time.

It is interesting to note how the origins of our country’s Christian civilization coincide with the third wave of christianization, in which the evangelization of individuals was the primary aim, rather than the evangelization of whole tribes. The happy effects of this more personal and individual evangelization can be seen clearly in the work of these deeply evangelized and Christian women. According to the legends of their lives, all of them cultivated an intense life of prayer: they loved meditation and contemplation. They knew how to combine and to live contemplation and action, and so became a blessing for their people. Saint Zdislava shows us an example, precisely for today, of a deep religious, contemplative, and apostolic life lived in the world, at a time when Third Order Dominicans did not yet formally exist. I believe that even in our time, this time of the New Evangelization, our holy Zdislava is a light given to us, guiding us on the way of evangelization. She bears witness to the worth of an essential task for contemporary women: the cultivation of a lifestyle that unites contemplation and action, thus making an invaluable contribution to today’s Church and to society. AMEN.   
Annual Meeting of the International Commission of Nuns of the Order of Preachers (ICNOP) Torrent, Valencia, Spain - July 10th -17th , 2005

By Sr. Rosa Maria  Lopez, OP  (Mexico)
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With great joy and gratitude to God and the Order, I would like to share some of our experiences during the meeting of ICNOP in Torrent. It was a week of intense work, and we celebrated the liturgy in a climate of real fraternity and openness to the Holy Spirit. There were important reflections that helped familiarize us with the different situations current in the Order and society. We invited Fr. Robert Ombres OP, Procurator General; Fr. Mike O’Rourke OP, General Secretary; Sr. Claire-Marie Rolf OP, Prioress of the Monastery in Prouilhe; Sr. Klarissa Watermann OP, of the Justice and Peace Commission, and acting secretary at the meeting; and Fr. Brian Pierce OP, our translator.

10th July: We met in the Federal Monastery of the Federation of the Immaculate Conception. On Sunday night, Fr Manuel and Sr. Inmaculada, the Mother Federal, gave us a glad welcome. Fr. Manuel then invited us to introduce ourselves, express our sentiments, and share our hopes for the Commission. We were six current and five newly-appointed members: sisters serving as Prioress, sub-Prioress, or novice mistress in their community, as well as ordinary sisters. We sat in a circle, a paper “sun” on the floor in the center. After we spoke, each of us placed a small ray around the sun, every ray a gleam of light to illumine our neighbors. We concluded this first meeting with a night blessing. 
11th July: The Eucharistic Liturgy was celebrated daily at 7:30 with the community of Torrent. At the preparation of the gifts, each of us held the ciborium and offered our innermost wishes. It was a good beginning for the forthcoming days which would be full of grace. At the morning session we proceeded by sharing our personal reflections about our own vocation story: why we chose to be a Dominican; our favourite Saint and the reason for our preference; our favourite prayer or Scripture verse and how it relates to our lives; and lastly, whether there is anyone, living or dead, whom we consider an uncanonized saint. Sharing our faith experience, we find that each one’s joy and struggle in living up to her vocation enriches our own life.

12th of July: The Eucharist was celebrated by Fr. Brian Pierce OP, Promoter for South and Central America and the Caribbean. His homily was on Exodus 2: 1-15, the First Reading. We have been passed from hand to hand, like the infant Moses; that is, we cannot escape from God’s hands: God waits for us in all the events of our life. Moses spent part of his life fleeing because of his sin. Our baptism is an adventure of grace, in which God uses our own sin to lead us to Him. Fr. Brian invited us to remember how many hands have helped us to live and walk properly in the course of our life. At the prayer of the faithful we stood around a basin of water. We drew out water, letting it fall back again while naming people who had been of assistance to us at difficult times, with deep gratitude to those who have been light on our path.

Our three Spanish sisters, Sr. Mª Inmaculada, Sr. Flora Mª, and Sr. Isabel Mª told us something about the history of Spain, the Spanish Church and Spanish society; topics of great interest but worrisome as well, due to the persecution that the Spanish Church is undergoing. Following this, the other members gave overviews of the religious, political, social, and economic circumstances of their regions.

Moving on to the main agenda, we began with the report of the Promoter, which was quite short since most of his recent activities were already mentioned in his letter in Monialibus No. 12. Father Manuel also gave us the Master’s letter regarding the special Fund which has helped many of the monasteries. Due to ongoing needs, this resource is being rapidly depleted. The Master would like to appeal to all the region’s monasteries for help in replenishing the Fund, so that others may benefit from this brotherhood in action. 

13th July: At the Eucharist, Fr. Manuel Merten preached on Exodus 3: 1-6, 9-12. Moses’ history is similar to our own. He left what he knew, broke with his old life and customs, and was open to something new. This attitude is essential to an encounter with God, who occasionally asks us to make an “Exodus”; asks us, that is, to leave behind our old routine and experience a new and fresh encounter with the angel of the LORD, so that we may discover the burning bush. Being curious, being interested in what is unknown, is one of the characteristics of those who look for God with a sincere heart. Moses’ curiosity leads him to draw close to The Holy One. When Moses takes off his shoes he is in direct contact with the ground, meaning that he gains knowledge of reality. We too must dare to cross over to the other shore; that is, to go without fear to the other side of the desert and be open to God’s will. He said: “I will be with you… so don’t be afraid”.

The meeting began as usual with the report of each member on her region, after which we made comments and asked questions.  There is much interest in the common formation program of the Mexico Federation, since it has been going on for many years and involves a ten-year period of formation from aspirancy to solemn profession. The positive fruits of this program come from the confidence and trust of the monasteries in their federation. The study meeting of the novice mistresses of all the French monasteries, along with some student masters and novice masters of the French-speaking Province of the Friars, is also worth mentioning. Their course centered on Amadeo Cencini’s book, “The Mind of the Son – The Way of Formation to the Consecrated Life”. 

14th July: This morning we went to Valencia. At eight A.M. we visited the house where St. Vincent Ferrer was born, now the studium for the brothers of the Province of Aragon. The student master and the Provincial of Aragón, Fr. Antonio Garcia OP, welcomed us, and we celebrated the Eucharist in the chapel of St. Vincent Ferrer. Fr. Brian preached on the First Reading, Ezekiel 37: 1-9: if we listen to the Word of the Lord, we will be renewed. Our charism is to “eat” the Word and communicate it. Sometimes we ‘undervalue’ our word, forgetting that we can help someone with it. At the offertory we offered, written down, the words we hoped to take back to our communities, regions and federations. After Mass we went to the archbishop’s palace. The Archbishop, Mons. Agustin Garcia-Gasco, welcomed us graciously as we introduced ourselves. Fr. Merten told him about the work being done by ICNOP in Torrent. We also visited the old convent of Preachers of St. Dominic (Real Convento de Predicadores de Valencia), which is at present the headquarters of the strategic forces of Valencia.

The Dominican historian Fr. Alfonso Esponeda OP, showed us the building, which was the convent where St. Vincent Ferrer lived. He is a popular saint in Valencia. He entered the convent in 1367 and was prior here. There were once two hundred friars in this convent, one of whom was Saint Luis Beltrán. Two General Chapters were also held here. We saw Saint Vincent’s cell, the refectory and the Gothic cloister, and we sang the Salve Regina in the chapter room. Our last visit was to the Monastery of St Catherine of Siena in Paterna, where we found a large and happy community that welcomed us enthusiastically. The sisters sang some pieces for us, and after hearing them we knew why the archbishop suggested that their Mass be broadcast on the radio every Sunday!  

Back in Torrent, we had a break and then continued our work. At this session we discussed the preparation for the meeting of the International Commissions of the Order of Preachers at Prouilhe in April 2006, the purpose of which is:

- To discuss how each one wants to live the mission of the Order; it is important that we listen to one     another.

- To discuss how to celebrate our forth-coming 800th Jubilee of the founding of the Order of Preachers.

- To consider our vocation as members of the Dominican family.

- To see this Jubilee as a chance for the Dominican Order to uncover its roots in the contemplative life of the nuns. 

- To note that the aim of this Jubilee Year is to deepen the gift of our vocation and help us to live it more profoundly.

In the evening there was a barbecue with the community of Torrent, and we had a great time with the sisters who had worked so hard and showed us their love at every moment. After the meal there was singing, dancing, playing, and general enjoyment of this gift of fraternity.

15th July: We began our working session with a letter from the Master of the Order, Fr. Carlos Azpiroz Costa OP, in which he welcomed the new members of ICNOP and expressed his gratitude to the sisters already on the Commission.  In this issue you will find short introductions from each of these new members.
Fr. Michael O’ Rouke OP, discussed the production and updating of the General Directory of the Nuns. He informed us of a computer program which would help with the collection, organisation and filing of data. The establishment of a database is of prime importance for the Procurator General especially, providing access to current information about monasteries and individual nuns. Fr. Mike also proposed it for individual monasteries where this data does not yet exist. We were assigned to update the information every year.
Fr. Robert Ombres OP, the Procurator General, reflected on the history of the nuns’ Constitutions and its theological and spiritual characteristics, from the first rule of the nuns in Prouilhe (1216), through Madrid (1220), San Sisto (1221), the General Chapter of Paris (1228), the Acts of Humbert of Romans (1257), the Promulgation of the Constitutions of the Order (1259), and beyond the revision of the Code of Canon Law (1917). Fr. Ombres also explained a number of points dealing with LCM nos. 157, 217, 238, 227, and 228, among others. In his opinion our current Constitutions contain several ambiguities. He made an interesting remark about the formula of profession and our relationship with the Master of the Order. He also told us that the Procurator’s role is that of a mediator between the Order and the Holy See. For this reason we should communicate with him regarding our problems before contacting the Holy See, so that he can facilitate the procedures. He referred specifically to the dispensation of vows, stating that dispensation is not a right but a favour. 
Sr. Claire-Marie reported on “Project Prouilhe”: the community, the Basilica, the Dominican Family. The International Community of Prouilhe is showing forth unity, becoming a reflection of the unity and catholicity of the Church and the Order.  She noted that a Commission has been formed to take charge of the Basilica’s restoration procedures. Sister is also helping us plan for next year’s meeting in Prouilhe. 

16th July: Sr. Mary Emmanuelle reported on the international bulletin Monialibus. We received messages from different monasteries giving Monialibus a positive evaluation. This bulletin has become an efficient means of sharing news, experiences, and so on. The Commission has decided to publish Monialibus only twice a year, in June and December.  It was suggested that we send a copy of the bulletin to the friars’ house of formation, so that the young brothers may be informed about the life of the nuns.  We will also place a short notice in IDI, informing those interested that the bulletin is available on the Order’s website.

Sr. Klarissa Watermann OP presented the topic of Justice and Peace, using the PowerPoint program with very interesting images and comments. The main cause of injustice is the economic problem: earning money is becoming more important than human and family values. She also alluded to the problems of migration, refugees, armed conflicts, organ trafficking, and the ethical problems in genetics research. The world’s powerful groups and individuals allow poverty to increase year by year. Sr. Klarissa finished by saying that despite this sad situation we cannot simply do nothing: we must look for solutions. Our God is a God of Hope!  

In the next session we discussed the responses to the questionnaire on contemplation. The responses from the monasteries were very rich and most edifying. We received a huge number of responses, and many communities were very grateful for having been given the chance to reflect individually and as a community on this primary aspect of our life. Three sisters are assigned to separate all the responses by language, index them by monastery, and then submit the whole to the Master. Lastly we dealt with the matter of the Jubilee. We are still finalizing the international program for the celebration of the 800th Anniversary of the Nuns of the Order, which will begin on the 1st Sunday of Advent 2006.  We have in hand the copy of the Master’s letter to the Prefect of the Congregation for the Institutes of Consecrated and Apostolic Life, requesting the declaration of a Jubilee Year for the Order, and Proper Indulgences.  

17th July: On this last day, we celebrated the Eucharist in the same place we had been working all week. In the celebration we gave the meeting an evaluation full of gratitude. We appreciated the great effort made by the community of Torrent, and its generous welcome. We all realized how many riches we had received from one another. It was a moment to think about our commitments as members of ICNOP, to consider our purposes, and to make some suggestions for the next meeting in Prouilhe.

In conclusion I would like to express my gratitude to Fr. Manuel Merten, Fr. Brian Pierce, Sr. Klarissa, our guests, each sister of the Monastery of the Immaculate, the sisters on the Commission, and everyone who made this wonderful experience possible.

Letter of the Master of the Order
ICNOP Meeting – Torrent, Valencia, Spain
Rome, 13th July 2005

To all the nuns who are members of the International Commission

 and to Fr. Manuel Merten (General Promoter)

My dear sisters and Fr. Manuel,

I have just arrived in Rome from Taiwan, having participated in a great celebration for the whole Church of Taiwan. Saturday the 9th of July was the feast of All the Martyrs of China. On this day, Paul from the archdiocese of Kaohsiung, Salomon and Peter who are Dominican friars, and Fernando (my brother) who is a Jesuit, were ordained as priests. The celebration took place at Saint Dominic School in Kaohsiung. 

I went with Fernando and my other brothers to the Monastery of the Mother of God in Wanching Tsun. We prayed vespers as a preparation for experiencing the grace of these ordinations. In keeping with the fervor of this celebration, I send you a fraternal message at the beginning of a new meeting of the Commission.

First of all, I would like to welcome the new members of the Commission: Sr. Breda, Sr. Mary Lucy, Sr. Rosa María, Sr. Isabel María of the Trinity and Sr. Jean-Thérèse. I am very grateful to you for accepting this invitation. Thank you very much!

Little by little the nuns, monasteries, and federations have realized the importance of the Commission, its work, and its service for the good of the Order. So, once again, I renew my thanksgiving to God for the work carried out by the Commission since 1989. I also thank Saint Dominic who, by the Lord’s inspiration, associated the nuns with the “Holy Preaching” to insure that the apostolic mission of the Order was grounded in its contemplative roots.

With heartfelt joy we are preparing to celebrate the 800 years of that intuition. I trust that the Jubilee Year will be a source of grace for all the members of the Dominican Family, whom I invite to renew their own contemplative life from that of each of the monasteries.

I would also like to thank the sisters who have generously taken part in the Commission for some years: Sr. Flora María, Sr. Mary Emmanuelle, Sr. Blanca, Sr. Joyce-Rita, Sr. Vincenza and Sr. M. Inmaculada. I am very grateful to M. Inmaculada and to the beloved community of the Monastery of the Immaculate of Torrent for their hospitality and joy. I also thank Fr. Manuel for his service for the good of the nuns, and all the friars and nuns who have collaborated in some way in this Assembly of the Commission. My prayer for all of you.

With the blessing of Saint Dominic

Fr. Carlos A. Azpiroz Costa, O.P.,

Master of the Order                                                                                                

Introduction of the newly-appointed members of the Commission
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Sr. M. Breda Caroll, OP

Drogheda, Ireland

Region of Europa Utriusque 

I was born in 1950 in the southwest of Ireland and entered the monastery in 1968, after having worked in the Civil Service in Dublin for a little over a year after finishing my secondary education.  I made first profession in 1970 and solemn profession in 1974.  I have held various offices in the community including infirmarian, novice mistress, and prioress.  At present I am novice mistress. As for myself, I was quite surprised that, firstly, I should be nominated and secondly, appointed as a member of the International Commission of the Nuns.  Somehow I felt that we in Drogheda are on the fringes of this Region, which stretches across the whole of northern Europe and goes south to embrace Portugal and Greece.    However, I consider it a great privilege to be able to serve the monasteries of the Region in this capacity.  When the Region of Europa Utriusque—which I represent—is compared to Regions like Asia, Africa or the Americas, it is quite small geographically; but it comprises a wide variety of cultures and languages: Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Holland, Germany, Greece, Ireland (English-speaking), northern Italy (German-speaking), Lithuania, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Switzerland! Herein lies our richness but also our problem of communication.  
Coming from the far west of this Region and off mainland Europe, at first I viewed my task of fostering communication within the Region as a daunting one!  However, the meeting in Prague (September 2005), of the prioresses and representatives of almost all the monasteries—the first of its kind—has given me great hope that the language barrier is not insurmountable.  There, we experienced a unity and joy which far surpassed anything that could divide us.  Again I experienced this same sense of unity when I participated for the first time in the meeting of ICNOP at Torrente (Valencia) last July.  The welcome of the other members of the Commission, as well as the depth of sharing during the meeting, made me very aware of the bond uniting us in our Dominican vocation.  For me, the task of the members of the Commission is to be at the service of the communities, and to work with Fr Manuel toward fostering an even greater unity among us.  We are also at the service of the Master and are a link between him and the nuns of the Region we represent.
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Sr. Jean-Thérèse Vauhkonen, OP 
Orbey, France           
Region of France 

Sister Jean-Thérèse, who represents the Region of France on the Commission of Nuns, was born in Helsinki in 1955.   Her native Finland is very Lutheran, but attracted by the Eucharist, she became a Catholic  in 1973. In February 1977 she entered the monastery of Orbey in Alsace (eastern France), not far from Germany and Switzerland. She made first profession in 1979 and Solemn Profession three years later. As other sisters after her, she studied theology through correspondence courses at the University of Strasbourg. She has fulfilled many charges in her community. At present, she is subprioress and novice mistress. How does she see her task at the Commission? “Since it’s a capacity of service to the Master of the Order and the nuns, I would be happy if we came up to their expectations. But what are their expectations? I would also like this work to contribute to  greater communion among the nuns and consequently, to more peace and love in our world.”        
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Sr. Mary Lucy Chmura, OP
Buffalo, New York, U.S.A.

North American Region

It was while studying music at the Catholic University of America in Washington, DC, that I heard the Lord’s call to enter monastic life, a call that was both unexpected and irresistible.  Musing that there must be monasteries in Europe somewhere, I turned my attention in the meantime to the Dominican House of Studies.  In the midst of this fervent community of the brethren, in the silence of their chapel, my vocation was nurtured.  In 1989 I entered the Monastery of Our Lady of the Rosary in Buffalo, NY, drawn by the tangible love present in the community.  I made my first profession of vows on Trinity Sunday, 1992, and my Solemn Profession on the Solemnity of SS Peter & Paul, 1996.  

The monasteries in the North American Region were originally founded either as 2nd Order monasteries with Eucharistic adoration, or as perpetual rosary communities.  All are now members of the 2nd Order, and Eucharistic adoration still remains the central focus of most of our monasteries.  The Region comprises 19 monasteries: 16 in the USA, 2 in Canada, and 1 in Trinidad.  There is great sisterly charity among the monasteries, fostered in part through meetings of prioresses, novice-mistresses, and the Theological Formation Program.  This latter program was established for us with the assistance of the brethren, and they themselves teach the courses and work one-on-one with the Sisters throughout the year.

My appointment as a member of the ICN was unexpected, yet I am thankful for the confidence and trust the Sisters have shown in me.  It was a joy and a privilege to meet and work with the Sisters on the ICN.  Perhaps one of the singular graces of the meeting this summer was to have found myself travelling to Spain just as our Holy Father Dominic and the Lord Himself would have wanted:  with no money.  Although the Gospel of the day had been “take no money for the journey, do not take two tunics, etc.,” I had had no intention of taking this quite so literally!   In the flurry of good-byes, I had set down my envelope of travel money; but the Lord made use of it in His own way to show His providential care.  On this eve of our 800th anniversary, may He continue to show His providential care to all of our monasteries, and may we in turn implore from heaven special graces for the whole Order.  
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Sr. Rosa Maria Lopez, OP

Pátzcuaro, México

Federation of St. Mary of Guadalupe - Mexico
My name is Sr. Rosa Mª López Zendejas. I entered the Dominican monastery of Mary Immaculate of Health, located in Pátzcuaro, Michoacán, in 1981 when I was 16 years old. I made first profession on May 8th in 1983 and Solemn Profession in 1988. I was fortunate enough to be part of the second group at the house of formation of the Federation of St. Mary of Guadalupe, which was inaugurated in 1982. Later, in January 1992 when Fr. Damian Byrne was the Master of the Order, the Federal Novitiate was provisionally established in the Monastery St. Rose of Lima in Puebla. I was the novice mistress in this Federal Novitiate, until it was moved to the Federal Monastery of St. Mary of Guadalupe in 1998. I was then appointed juniors mistress for three years. For reasons of health I had to resign this office, and I went back to my monastery in Pátzcuaro where I have been prioress since October 2004. I was invited to attend the General Chapter in México in 1992. I also took part in the International Assembly of the Dominican Family, held in Manila in 2000. While engaged in different services for the Federation, I had the opportunity to attend some national Assemblies and meetings of the Mexican Dominican Family. These events enriched me a great deal.

At the end of May 2005, I received a fraternal letter from the Master of the Order, Fr. Carlos A. Aspiroz Costa, OP, informing me of my appointment as a member of the International Commission of the Nuns of the Order of Preachers (ICNOP), and thanking me in advance for my acceptance. I must confess that when I read the letter, I would have liked to have had a reason to evade this responsibility; but I couldn’t find any excuse. Then I remembered the vow of obedience I had professed some years ago, so I accepted. I communicated this news to my community immediately; they were grateful and supported me without any objection. The next step was to inform Mother Federal. She asked me to write to all the monasteries of the Federation and let them know about my appointment as a member of the International Commission of Nuns, and this I did as quickly as possible.
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Sr. Isabel Maria Orenez Fernandez, OP

Murcia, Spain

Federation of Our Lady of the Rosary - Spain 

My name is Sr. Isabel Mª of the Trinity. I was appointed as a member of the International Commission of the Nuns of the Order of Preachers (ICNOP) last April. My monastery belongs to the Federation of Our Lady of the Rosary (Spain), and I am the representative of this Federation.

I entered the Monastery of St. Ann (Murcia) in 1990 when I was 18 years old. After the different stages of formation as a novice and a temporary professed, I made my Solemn Profession in 1996.  In the year 2000, I and two other sisters from the Monastery of St. Ann (Murcia) were transferred to the Monastery of the Holy Rosary in Jumilla, a small town of Murcia (Spain). From the time I first knew the Order of Preachers, I identified with the Dominican charism, and with Our Father St Dominic’s intention that we be “the prayer vanguard” of the friars’ preaching. Before deciding to be a contemplative nun, I had a great desire to become a missionary sister; but later on, I realised that the best way of being a missionary was to become a contemplative nun, so that I could reach everywhere in the world through my prayer and penance. I discovered that I could be present wherever a missionary was. This reality would fulfil my desire of working for the Kingdom of God. 

My love for the Order and for Our Holy Father Dominic has been growing as time goes on. Today I can say that I experience great happiness in having surrendered my life to God in the Order of Preachers. I can identify with that saying of Bl. Reginald of Orleans: “I very much doubt if there is any merit in it for me, because I have always found so much pleasure in the Order”.

As a new member of the International Commission of the Nuns of the Order of Preachers (ICNOP), I attended the meeting in Torrente (Valencia, Spain) last July. It was a real family meeting; all of us felt at home from the start. This experience has enriched me in every sense of the word. A specific point: knowing the reality of other Regions with concrete names and faces has widened my spirit, and new horizons have opened up for me.

Ninth Elective Federal Assembly

Federation of Our Lady of the Rosary (Cordoba, Spain)

The Ninth Elective Federal Assembly of the Federation of Our Lady of the Rosary was held in the Federal Monastery of St. Mary of Grace (Cordoba) from June 23rd – 29th  2005.  This federation covers  southern Spain (Andalucía, Murcia), Ciudad Real, and the Canary Islands.

These days of sisterhood and study began with a retreat directed by Fr. Vicente Cudeiro, OP the assistant of our federation. He exhorted all the nuns to let Christ enter their hearts and to be open to God’s will, in case we should be asked to serve the federation as Mother Federal, member of the Federal Council, and so on: that is, we should willingly accept if elected to any office. Service in this capacity is of use not only for the federation, but also for the Order and the Church.

On June 24th, the secretary of the chapter and two tellers for all the elections of the chapter were chosen from among the sisters. Then the secretary of the federation read a report detailing the acts of Mother Federal and her council over the last six years, the situation of the monasteries, the economic situation of the federation, the federal novitiate, how many nuns have died, and so on.

On June 25th, four commissions were formed to work on the main points of our Dominican contemplative life: 1) Religious Life and Regular Observance; 2) Liturgical Life and Prayer; 3) Federal Life; 4) Formation and Study. A few months before the Assembly, all the monasteries of the federation received a questionnaire to invite reflection upon these topics. This questionnaire, answered and commented upon by all the nuns of the federation, was taken into account by the commissions as they worked.

On June 26th the election of Mother Federal took place.  At eight A.M. the Mass of the Holy Spirit was celebrated. Sr. Josefina Morales Pulido, OP, prioress of the community of the Federal Monastery, was elected as Mother Federal. She willingly accepted, and all in attendance congratulated her and sang the “Te Deum” in choir in thanksgiving to our Lord.  

On June 27th in the morning, the Assembly elected six councillors, the federal secretary, and the trustee of the federation:

First Councillor: Sr. Guadalupe Jimenez Garcia

Second Councillor: Sr. Teresa de Paco Lopez

Third Councillor: Sr. Rosario Toboada Lorenzo

Fourth Councillor: Sr. Ma. Lina Sarabia Jimenez

Fifth Councillor: Sr. Magdalena Maldonado Bautista

Sixth Councillor: Sr. Inmaculada Delgado Torrejon

Federal Secretary: Sr. Ma. Rafaela Catena Martinez

Federal Trustee: Sr. Juana Ramal Moral

In the afternoon, the work done by the four commissions was read and approved by the Assembly.

 On June 28th Mother Federal, her secretary, and the councillors met to appoint the Novice Mistress and the Submistress for the common novitiate, located in the Federal house:

Novice Mistress: Sr. Ma. Lina Sarabia Jimenez

Submistress: Sr. Inmaculada Delgado Torrejon

On June 29th the prioresses and delegates returned to their respective monasteries. We experienced days of real sisterhood and shared our concerns, our poverty, and our joy. In conclusion, we are trying to create a federation where we can help each other to live our Dominican charism as contemplative nuns, despite our limitations and frailties as human beings.

Regional / Federation Reports

France

Sr. Jean Thérèse, OP      

The Region of France comprises thirteen monasteries, one of which is in French-speaking Switzerland. All except one French monastery are members of the Federation of Our Lady of the Preachers to which the monastery in Oslo (Norway) and the monastery in Saint-Denis (Réunion) also belong. The life of the monasteries of the region is linked rather closely to the Federation, because various meetings and courses are organized at federal level. At the last meeting of prioresses the idea of a federal website was born, but it has not yet taken shape.

For several years, the bursars of some of the monasteries have organized a meeting to which they invite qualified people (a banker, an accountant, a law expert) who give talks on subjects of common interest regarding economics, law, legislation. All these people know the religious life and its specific problems. They also know each other and work together regularly, which favours the coherence of their positions. This meeting affords a fine opportunity for the sisters to talk with one another about their everyday life with great confidence and freedom.

Since 1985 a course for novice mistresses, open to novice masters and student masters, has taken place every other year. This year the course was attended by six mistresses and eight masters, coming from five different countries (Benin, Canada, France, Iraq, Switzerland). No outside speaker was invited this time. Theoretically, every participant was supposed to have studied Amadeo Cencini’s book The Mind of the Son – The Way of Formation to the Consecrated Life. Three masters and one mistress gave a talk on one or another chapter of the book, in order to open the sharing. The participants found the experience very helpful, and several left with the firm intention of reading the book again, armed with newly gained insights.

The prioresses meet once a year; and we continue to hold the theological course for sisters in initial formation, even if the small number of participants is beginning to pose financial problems.

Federation of Our Lady of the Rosary - Spain
Sr. Isabel Maria of the Trinity, OP

The Federation of Our Lady of the Rosary, located in the Province of Bética, is composed of 24 monasteries in southern Spain (Andalucía, Murcia), Ciudad Real, and Tenerife (Canary Islands). We are around 261 sisters. The Federal Monastery, St. Mary of Grace in Córdoba, is where Mother Federal, her secretary, and the trustee usually live. It also houses the Common Novitiate which provides the formation for novices and temporary professed from the different monasteries of the federation; Federal Assemblies are held here as well. The Federal Monastery also has facilities for the sisters’ ongoing formation, so that two or three courses are offered during the year. This, then, is the common and beloved Monastery where all the nuns feel at home; it is a sign of the federal communion we are aiming for. 
Most of the monasteries make their own living. The most usual types of work are gold thread embroidery and confectionery; several monasteries produce other kinds of needlework, do bookbinding, and make various liturgical items.
Our magazine, “Haz”, is published three times a year: Christmas, Easter, and the feast of St. Dominic. This magazine has three sections: 1) important news of the monasteries, such as professions, new vocations, and so on; 2) theological and spiritual articles written by sisters of different monasteries;  3) “New Dawn”, which is Novitiate news; the novices are in charge of writing a report on their course, writing articles,  experiences, and so on.
In general the communities are not large and there are many elderly sisters, some of them needing care. The biggest problem the monasteries have to face is the shortage of vocations; in fact, some monasteries haven’t received any aspirant for ages.
A recent important event in our Federation was the Ninth Federal Elective Assembly, held from the 23rd to the 29th of June, 2005. An article reporting on this event is included in this issue of Monialibus.

The Federation of St. Mary of Guadalupe - Mexico

Sr. Rosa Mª López, OP

The socio-political context of our monasteries is at present quite complicated, and it is difficult to define in a few words the grave reality affecting Mexican society. The situation is worrisome, as the change of government in the last election hasn’t been as successful as the Mexican people expected. The current government is faced with many difficulties as a result of the previous government’s behaviour. Despite these hindrances to proper government, there have been positive results with regard to Mexico’s economic situation and its foreign debt. However, there are still two chief problems: unemployment and emigration. Insecurity, delinquency, drug traffic, and prostitution have increased significantly. The relationship between Church and State hasn’t improved the Church’s situation at all; on the contrary, the Church is under the control of the State. The proliferation of various sects is a challenge for the Church, and there is a gravely deviant form of worship called “the cult of Saint Death”.  [Ed.—The cult of Santa Muerte pre-dates Christianity. Devotees pray before a skeleton figure dressed and veiled in white, red or black. She is called “la blanquita” (the little white girl), “la flacca” (the skinny girl), and incredibly, “La Santisima” (the Most Holy).] 
COMMUNICATION
Our Federation fosters contacts and relations among the monasteries. Our bulletin, “Dominican Cloister”, is an outstanding and chief means of communication. Also, since ongoing formation takes place in the Federal Monastery, all the sisters have the opportunity to meet and get to know each other.

COOPERATION

Collaboration among the monasteries of the Federation is mainly for formation, although generally there is no problem with the temporary transfer of any nun to another monastery to teach music, dressmaking, etc… Also, if a sick nun needs to have a particular medical treatment and must move to another monastery for a time, she is warmly welcomed.

MONASTERY POPULATION
The news is not good with regard to the number of nuns in the monasteries. For the last five years foundations have increased, but the number of nuns has not increased at all. In many monasteries the older sisters have died, so income has also decreased significantly. Currently the average number of nuns in a monastery is about seventeen, but there is a big difference from one monastery to another: that is, some monasteries have forty nuns more or less, while others have only five or six nuns.

IMPORTANT EVENTS

The Master of the Order, Fr. Carlos Aspiroz Costa, OP has shown his interest in and affection for our federation. When he visited the Mexican province of Santiago, he also visited the nuns. This fraternal sign meant a great deal to us.  In February 2004 seven sisters went to the island of Hierro in Tenerife to take charge of a monastery whose foundation was initiated by our Spanish sisters. The Federal Elective Assembly was held from 30th of May to 7th of June 2004 in the Federal Monastery of St. Mary of Guadalupe. Sr. Luz Mª Guzmán Castillo, OP was the new Mother Federal.  In January 2005, the sisters in our Monastery of Pátzcuaro rejoiced and gave thanks to God: our dream had come true with regard to our research work on the care and development of the Lake Patzcuaro Salamander (s. ambystoma dumerilii). The work we had been carrying on for five years gained recognition when we were granted the license for the development of the species. 

Vestition of Novices 

Homily by Fr. Manuel Merten, O.P.

St. Mary of Guadalupe Federal Novitiate House, Mexico August 2005

Dear brothers and sisters,

Today four young women are receiving the Dominican habit. The Constitutions tell us that our habit is one of the aids to the faithful fulfillment of regular observance: that is, all the elements which make up our Dominican life. But, as Carlos said some days ago, anything we do must be filled with significance or it may lose its meaning. And so I invite you to seek out that significance which makes the wearing of our habit meaningful.

As we celebrate our sisters’ vestition, we enter into a long history of vestitions which began almost at the dawn of mankind’s history. The book of Genesis tells us that when Adam and Eve had to leave Paradise because of their sin, “The Lord God made tunics of skins for the man and his wife and clothed them.”
 This very first vestition shows God’s love for Adam and Eve, despite his disappointment and anger (humanly speaking). By the simple act of dressing the first human couple, God tells them (and that means each of us): Whatever has happened in your life up to now, whatever wrong you may have done, I cannot and will not stop caring for you. I simply can’t help it: my love for you always exceeds my disappointment as well as my anger. Over and over again, I will offer you a new chance to enter into the close relationship I intended to have with you—you who are the “image of myself”.
There is another story of a “vestition” in the Old Testament which is possibly even more moving and expressive of God’s unending love for us. We find it in the book of the prophet Ezekiel. It is addressed to “Jerusalem”, which means to all those who are called by God: “The very day you were born, there was no one to cut your navel-string, or wash you in water to cleanse you, or rub you with salt, or wrap you in swaddling clothes. No one looked at you with pity enough to do any of these things out of sympathy for you. You were exposed in the open fields, abhorred as you were, on the day you were born. I saw you kicking on the ground in your blood as I was passing, and I said to you as you lay in your blood: Live! And I made you grow like the grass of the fields. You developed, you grew, you reached marriageable age. Your breasts became firm and your hair grew richly, but you were stark naked. Then I saw you as I was passing. Your time had come, the time for love. I spread my cloak over you and covered your nakedness; I gave you my oath, I made a covenant with you and you became mine. I bathed you in water, I washed the blood off you, I anointed you with oil. I gave you embroidered dresses, fine leather shoes, a linen headband and a cloak of silk.”

What a heart-rending story: God covers our nakedness out of sympathy. Even more, he admits that he has once and for all fallen in love with us. Everyone knows that there is a nakedness which can trouble us far more than any physical one: exposure to the cold and merciless gaze of others; the experience of misunderstanding; the lack of goodwill; the lack of any support. Our human nakedness can be thousandfold. How comforting to know that even if there is no one around to be with you, God spreads his cloak over you and covers your nakedness.  By receiving the habit, by wearing the habit, we testify first of all to this love God has for us. Wearing a religious habit in no way expresses that we are better than others. Far more does the habit express our longing for love and our conviction that, even if there seems to be no one else who loves us, God always does—regardless of whether we have behaved well or not.

As proof of this, I would like to remind you of another “vestition story”. You all know the story of the prodigal son and there is no need to repeat it. When, after all his wild adventures, the son finally decided to return home to his father’s house and ask to be accepted as a slave, the story reads: “While he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was moved with pity. He ran to the boy, clasped him in his arms and kissed him. Then his son said, "Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I no longer deserve to be called your son." But the father said to his servants, "Quick! Bring out the best robe and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet.”
 That is what is expressed by receiving and wearing the habit: God’s happiness in our turning back to him, in our accepting his love, and in our having come back by this means from death to life: “We will celebrate by having a feast, because this son of mine was dead and has come back to life; he was lost and is found.”

So again: Wearing the habit is proclaiming that love and mercy of God. But there are more stories about the meaning of vesture in the Holy Scriptures, which lead us to a second aspect: the aspect of our vocation and mission. Do you remember the beautiful story of Elijah being carried up to heaven in a whirlwind? Here are just a few sentences to bring it to mind: “Now as they walked on, talking as they went, a chariot of fire appeared and horses of fire coming between the two of them; and Elijah went up to heaven in the whirlwind. Elisha saw it, and shouted, 'My father! My father! Chariot of Israel and its chargers!' Then he lost sight of him… He picked up Elijah's cloak which had fallen, and went back and stood on the bank of the Jordan. He took Elijah's cloak and struck the water. 'Where is the LORD, the God of Elijah?' he cried. As he struck the water it divided to right and left, and Elisha crossed over. The brotherhood of prophets saw him in the distance, and said, 'The spirit of Elijah has come to rest on Elisha'; they went to meet him and bowed to the ground before him.”

Over forty years ago when I received the habit, it was a custom in our province for the novices to get one brand-new habit and an old one, usually of a brother who had already died. Back then, I would have preferred to get two new ones. Only now do I understand how meaningful it was to receive the habit of a deceased brother. As Elisha got his cloak from Elijah and in this way was strengthened in his prophetic vocation, we receive our strength from the sisters and brothers who are our religious ancestors—our elder brothers or sisters. Receiving the habit is simply expressing the fact that only within the brotherhood of our fellow prophets do we receive the spirit of prophecy, the spirit of Christ. There is no Dominican religious life without “community”. To receive the habit—to wear it—is to acknowledge that we trust in the Spirit alive in each of us. When we receive a new assignment, when we are entrusted with a new office, we are accustomed to make the venia: that is, we bow to the ground before our sisters or brothers, acknowledging the Spirit of Christ alive within them.

The habit expresses our vocation to a prophetic mission; so how could we not say something about the habit of the man whom Jesus himself called the greatest man ever born to woman, John the Baptizer.
 “This man John wore a garment made of camel-hair with a leather loin-cloth round his waist”.
 This man John: why was he great? To speak in Dominican terms, he was great for his love of the truth regardless of whom he spoke to. He addressed everyone—including the religious officials, the Pharisees and the Sadducees—in the way he or she needed to be addressed in order to face his or her personal truth. But what is probably even more important, he was never ever self-centred in his mission. He was always aware of his task of pointing out Someone Else: “I baptize you in water for repentance, but the one who comes after me is more powerful than I, and I am not fit to carry his sandals; he will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire.”

Unfortunately, there is no getting round the report of another vestition: “The soldiers led him away to the inner part of the palace, that is, the Praetorium, and called the whole cohort together. They dressed him up in purple, twisted some thorns into a crown and put it on him. And they began saluting him, 'Hail, king of the Jews!' They struck his head with a reed and spat on him; and they went down on their knees to do him homage. And when they had finished making fun of him, they took off the purple and dressed him in his own clothes. Then they led him out to crucify him.”
 

Since no servant is greater than his master and no messenger greater than the one who sent him,
 receiving the habit and wearing it also expresses our readiness for the dimension of suffering: being misunderstood, being considered way behind the times, or even considered just plain stupid. But suffering, misunderstanding and even death are not the last word Holy Scripture has prepared for us. There is a third aspect connected with our reflection on the meaning of our habit, the aspect of God’s promise both for this life as well as for the life to come.

When Peter was put into prison on the night before Herod was to try him, God’s angel entered the prison, tapped Peter on the side and woke him up: “The angel then said, 'Put on your belt and sandals.' After he had done this, the angel next said, 'Wrap your cloak round you and follow me.' He followed him out, but had no idea that what the angel did was all happening in reality; he thought he was seeing a vision. They passed through the first guard post and then the second and reached the iron gate leading to the city. This opened of its own accord; they went through it and had walked the whole length of one street when suddenly the angel left him. It was only then that Peter came to himself. And he said, 'Now I know it is all true. The Lord really did send his angel and save me from Herod and from all that the Jewish people were expecting.”

What a message: Even if we are convinced we only can dream of God’s help, our belt, our sandals, our cloak—our habit—these are proof that God’s help is real. It is usually when we look back, that “only then” do we discover like Peter: Now I know it is all true! The Lord really sent his angel and saved me.

A final story on vesture, from the book of revelation; and there is no need of a special introduction because this text introduces itself: “After that, I saw that there was a huge number, impossible for anyone to count, of people from every nation, race, tribe and language; they were standing in front of the throne and in front of the Lamb, dressed in white robes and holding palms in their hands. They shouted in a loud voice, 'Salvation to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!' …One of the elders then spoke and asked me, 'Who are these people dressed in white robes, and where have they come from?' I answered him, 'You can tell me, sir.' Then he said, 'These are the people who have been through the great trial; they have washed their robes white again in the blood of the Lamb. That is why they are standing in front of God's throne and serving him day and night in his sanctuary; and the One who sits on the throne will spread his tent over them. They will never hunger or thirst again; sun and scorching wind will never plague them, because the Lamb who is at the heart of the throne will be their shepherd and will guide them to springs of living water; and God will wipe away all tears from their eyes.”

Our habit: symbol of God’s love and mercy; symbol of our vocation and mission; and finally, symbol of God’s promise to spread his tent over us—his promise both for this life and the life to come. My dear sisters who are now receiving the Dominican habit, may you experience the strength it holds. May we who have worn this habit for years become ever more aware of the help it affords to grasp the deep sense of our vocation: To become able to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and depth and height, and to know the love of Christ which surpasses all knowledge—and, filled with all the fullness of God, to proclaim it verbo et exemplo: by our words and by the way we live.

SHARED EXPERIENCES

It has been suggested that the bulletin Monialibus include a section where nuns can share their experiences. These articles do not necessarily represent any official position of the International Commission nor are they an attempt to promote a certain point of view. It is a simple sharing of lived experiences. This can help us discover and respect the legitimate diversity in the ways of living the Dominican contemplative life around the world. Our intention is to promote understanding and develop links of communion. 

FORMATION in Dominican Contemplative Life

Formation is one of the dimensions of religious life that needs great care. For this reason our Federation encourages Common Novitiates, which usually have more resources. For novitiate classes, collaboration is sought from sisters well prepared in various subjects, and also from the friars, and sometimes from other persons qualified in music and singing. Following a cycle of courses set out in a formation plan (the ratio formationis) the sisters can, in the five years of common formation, study the principal subjects: Sacred Scripture, Theology, Spirituality, Liturgy, History of the Order, music, and so on.  In what follows, two sisters, each in a different stage of formation, tell us of their experience.

========================================================================================== 

From Sr. Silvana Medina, O.P., Novice, Monastery of the Immaculate Conception, Concepción, Argentina:
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I am a novice who has been asked to write about formation in the following of Christ -- a difficult task since I have so much to learn, but at the same time a very personal task because it involves sharing my own experience of formation.

In an interview some years ago our senior sisters were asked what they would say to novices of today. One of them, as she pondered what she had lived and loved, said (among other things): "Never stop being novices; a nun must always be in formation. We never accomplish being Christians and neither do we ever fully qualify as being nuns. The more deeply we enter into God, the more we see that we know nothing of Him, that He is a limitless ocean."  Such counsel from our older sisters helped me at the beginning of my present stage of formation. I thought about formation as a phase of life that ends with the definitive encounter with the Lord, that is, it takes in our whole life. I thought too about what our attitude toward formation should be. "Always a novice" implies docility and openness to what God is forming in each heart -- almost always this is by way of human intermediaries -- and humility to recognize that there is still much to learn and that without him we can do nothing.

The Lord shows us in his way of teaching us that our formation should not be reduced to a theory to be learned, or only to what we read or study. These are important, but formation is much more; it is our very life that is being formed. So study and life complement each other: intimate encounter with the Lord is what makes us read our history in the light of faith, while the small and great events which are the texture of our life, reveal to us his Mystery and our own mystery, our interiority. By Him we are transformed in the light of his Love.  Daily living in union with our sisters is formative, since the community is a living witness to the presence and the experience of God, increasing in us the desire to belong completely to God, to offer Him what He himself has given us: life -- what we are and whatever we have. All of this the Novitiate offers us. We receive an integral formation, that is, not just knowing what a nun is but really living as nuns. 

Providence arranged that I should be formed in a Federal Novitiate -- one of those belonging to the Federation of the Immaculate (Aragon, Spain). Providence has been palpable in our Superiors who watch over our development as nuns. I thank God for the opportunity to show my awareness of all the care they take of us, and possibly to contribute to enthusiasm for formation in the following of Christ.

From Sr. Sandra del Carmen Muñoz, O.P., professed nun in temporary vows, Monastery of the Immaculate of Maule, Yerbas Buenas (Linares), Chile:
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For me, the formation offered us at the beginning of our religious life is fundamental. Before entering, I had no notion of such a life although my family is a very Christian one and I was a catechist for children preparing to receive the Eucharist. My contact was with the parish -- with youth groups, with liturgy -- but there was no contact with religious life. I entered a wonderful world, but one entirely unknown to me. My year of postulancy set me on the way of community life and knowledge of the Order but then the five years of novitiate formation have strongly marked my life, since everything is arranged so that our very persons enter completely into this life to which God has called us. 

Classes with the Mother Mistress are shaping us to achieve the human development needed for our vocation as contemplative nuns living in accord with the spirit of our father Dominic, and they show us how to live our particular charism in the Church -- exploring for this purpose our legislation, vows, spirituality, ascesis, and so on. Classes with our professors nourish our minds, and thus prepare us to accomplish more faithfully our mission as contemplative seekers of the truth, in which many saints of the Order were outstanding; as St. Paul shows us, the more we grow, the more solid must be our nourishment so that our faith may strengthen and mature. Dealing with our sisters helps us to work on our imperfections and to recognize the gifts God has poured out on each one. Since I am in a Federal novitiate I have been enriched by there being fourteen in formation this year, of distinct nationalities -- enriched also by dogma classes and other subjects.  Because the novices are all in one location, we have better resources and there are priests and nuns available to teach us.

The five novitiate years have been for me an initiation into religious life.  When the foundations are firm, the building constructed upon them can bear the difficulties which may come in the future. There have also been many possibilities given me for my continuing formation: exploring more deeply whatever has especially caught my attention, and getting to know sisters in other monasteries to whom I can have recourse for their special knowledge.  I am very grateful to the Federation, to the community which has welcomed us as a federated novitiate, and to my own community, for the effort  put forward so that our formation might be the best possible and we might be the holy Dominican nuns that our Father envisioned, and that Holy Church and the world need today.  


Prouilhe 800th years: Letter of Invitation from the Master on the Meeting of the International Commissions and Councils of the Order
To the Directors and Coordinators of the International Commissions of the Order:

the International Commission of Nuns, the General Council of the Brothers,

the Coordinating Council of DSI, the International Council of the Laity,

the International Commission for Justice and Peace, the Board of DVI,

the International Commission of IDYM

Dear Sisters and Brothers,


                             Prot No 50/05/1323 Promotori

The year 2006 is a special year for us Dominicans. We celebrate the 800th anniversary of the founding of the Order in Prouilhe. It seems a wonderful opportunity for us to reflect anew on what our Founder, the compassionate Dominic, had in mind those many years ago, and on what this means for us today.

It is for this reason that I invite you to a meeting of all the international commissions and councils of the Order

                            in Prouilhe-Fanjeaux

from  28 April to 4 May 2006

There, as the leadership in the Dominican Family, we will reflect together on our chosen theme of
Catching fire from Dominic’s vision

In a world where truth is manufactured instead of being reverenced, we have to be authentic preachers of the Truth. We do this by what we say and by how we live, embodying Dominic’s compassion for those others for whom he wept and prayed, both for the manipulators of the truth and for their victims.

Would this not be a good time for us to find ways of collaborating by discerning what is common in our understanding of the mission today? How can we work together as family, as men and women, nuns, friars, sisters, laity?

This is the task our Father Dominic sets before us as we meet in Prouilhe.

I look forward to meeting you there, and ask you to pray for me, for the whole Family, and for everyone who will participate in the meeting that it may be of benefit to the mission of the Order.

Fraternally in St Dominic,

Fr. Carlos A Azpiroz Costa, OP

Master of the Order
   7 November 2005





                                           Feast of All Saints of the Order

� Cf. Gen 3,21


� Cf. Ez 16,4-10


� Cf. Luk 15


� Lk. 15,23 + 24


� Cf. 2 Kings 2,11 - 15


� Cf. Mat 11,11


� Cf. Mat 3,4


� Cf. Mat 3,11


� Cf. Mk 15,16 - 20


� Cf. Joh 13,16


� Cf. Act 12,8 - 11


� Cf. Rev 7,9 - 17


� Cf. Eph 3,18-19
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