The Role of ongoing formation in the renewal of Religious Life

1)  Renewal of Religious Life

Renewal implies returning to the sources – to ‘start afresh from Christ’
 – it means finding one’s first love, the inspiring spark which motivated our fiat to the Lord’s call.
   Was it not love of the Lord that motivated us to enter the monastery? – a love which was ready and willing to overcome all obstacles? a love prepared to sacrifice all for the Lord and in some way to be instruments of His love for others? a love which sought to be conformed ever more perfectly to the One who “loved me and gave Himself for me”.
 This spark has its source in the Holy Spirit and is an echo of the spark which inspired Dominic and our early friars and nuns.  It is an echo of the Dominican charism which is expressed so well in our Fundamental Constitution: “By their way of life both the friars and the nuns press onward to that perfect love of God and neighbour which is effective in caring for and obtaining the salvation of all people”.
   We remember Dominic’s constant prayer for the gift of true charity.  It is this love – both the awareness of being infinitely loved and the desire to love in return – which enables us to “overcome every personal and institutional difficulty; which allows us to be creative and capable of renewing ourselves and our communities; which makes us strong and courageous; which instils fire and enables us to dare all”.
 

Surely, renewal for us today involves reclaiming our charism and living with the same enthusiasm, creativity and inventiveness as Dominic and the early friars and nuns – being faithful to the tradition handed down but tradition translated and adapted to the needs and challenges of the 21st century.  Ultimately it would transform us into a community of saints!!  For of what purpose would renewal be if it did not lead us to holiness of life?

All our efforts at renewal then must focus on our calling “to contemplate and bear witness to the transfigured face of Christ” and aid us to live a “transfigured existence” in our modern and secular society.
  Verbi Sponsa reminds us that the renewal of contemplative life is dependent on the formation given to individual nuns and to the whole community.
  The question then is “how does ongoing formation facilitate this renewal?”
2)  Ongoing Formation

When we speak of ongoing formation are we inclined to think exclusively of courses and study programmes - which often imply the accumulation of knowledge without necessarily growing in wisdom and in the art of true living?   While courses are important we must not forget that the Holy Spirit is our ‘Formator’ par excellence.  In our day when there is so much emphasis on human effort and achievement, it is important that we remind ourselves of our Dominican theology of grace.  Holiness and growth in the spiritual life - which formation is all about - cannot be achieved solely by our own efforts.  It is always God’s gift - our effort lies in belief in the power of the Holy Spirit who forms and sanctifies us.  Formation can be viewed as developing a quality of heart which allows us to be open and docile and exposed to the newness of the Gospel all our life long – the formation in faith of which Verbi Sponsa speaks.
  For us Dominican nuns formation must also include developing a space in our hearts where we bear sinners, the down-trodden and the afflicted in the inmost sanctuary of our compassion.

LCM No 99 describes very well the process of formation and indicates that the ultimate end of formation is ‘renewal’ - “by shunning the cares and illusions of the world, the nuns allow the seed which is the Word of God to grow in their hearts by the power of the Holy Spirit; in so receiving it they are interiorly renewed (re-formed) and more closely conformed to Christ”.  Like the seed which must sink into the darkness of the soil and die in order to burst forth in new life,  when we open ourselves to receive the seed of God’s Word we may have to die to many of our cherished plans, ideas and ambitions.  When plunged into darkness, let us not lose hope but have faith and trust in the power at work within – a power forming in us the image of the Crucified and Risen Lord. Let us never lose sight of our goal – which is conformity to Christ, in other words - holiness.  The document Starting afresh from Christ states: “Holiness is the fruit of the encounter with Him in the many presences in which we can discover His face in daily life - a suffering face and at the same time the face of the Risen One”.
 
Like the seed we must allow ourselves to be transformed, but we are also free agents - the primary responsibility for my formation lies with myself, in my free cooperation with grace and in my willingness to learn and be open and docile.   We are formed each day and at every moment of each day by our community life and our relationships with our sisters; by our celebration of the liturgy and Eucharistic Adoration; by lectio divina, prayer and study; by our Marian devotion and observance of the evangelical counsels of obedience, chastity and poverty; by our manner of government and by our work and ascetic practices.  Allowing ourselves to be moulded and formed by these various elements of our life begets in us a quality of heart which is open and docile and pliable to receive the imprint of the divine features of our Crucified and Risen Lord – like a seal on wax.   Jesus says “learn of me for I am gentle and humble of heart”.  He invites us to join His school - in fact we are at school all our lives – “the monastic community forms a school of charity whose master is Christ our Lord”.
  At His school, learning to be His disciples, there is always something new to be learned.  If we are open to the new, the excitement of each moment and the surprise it holds in store for us, then surely we are being renewed each moment of each day and if we personally are renewed then our communities are also being renewed.  
The success of initial formation can be measured not so much by how much knowledge has been accumulated - it is much more important that a sister has been “formed in the freedom to learn throughout life, in every age and season, in every human ambient and context, from every person and every circumstance, to be taught by any fragment of truth and beauty found around her.  Above all we must learn to be formed by everyday life, by our own community, by our sisters, by everyday things, ordinary and extraordinary, by prayer and work, in joy and in suffering, until the moment of death”.
 (Starting afresh with Christ).  Our cloistered communities, with their own rhythm of prayer and the practice of sisterly charity, where solitude is filled with the Lord’s presence and silence prepares us to listen to His inner prompting, are the places where we are formed every day
  as we learn to grow in freedom to recognise and to surrender ever more perfectly to the Lord’s love at each moment and in whatever situation we find ourselves. LCM No. 97 draws our attention to the various presences of Christ: “Christ is the Word of God.  We hear Him in the Sacred Scriptures, in the voice of the Church which speaks to us of him in the sacraments of faith, in the teaching of our shepherds, in the example of the saints. We hear Him when the world and our brothers and sisters cry out for our love - for there is only one spirit of Christ who intimately attunes our inward ear to His inspirations.”   
“Recognising Him requires a gaze of faith which is acquired through the habitual reading of the Word of God, through prayer and above all through the exercise of charity because the Mystery can only be known through love”.
   As there will be another article on the indispensable role of lectio divina and study in ongoing formation for us Dominicans, here I will just draw attention to LCM No 100 which highlights its importance in forming us to live our contemplative calling with more enlightened fidelity.  Our study should not be just an academic discipline but rather aim at opening our minds to the breadth and height and depth of the love of God who sent His Son so that the whole world might be saved through Him.
  To quote Fr Timothy: “study of theology and scripture are not a mere addendum like learning to sew or to cook.  It belongs to growth in love, for ‘knowledge follows love’”.
 We study in order to understand, in order to re-form, in order to serve, and ultimately in order to love. Our study is meant to overflow into praise, worship, happiness and true inner freedom.
   In addition to theology and scripture, the study of Dominican history and spirituality plays an important role in forming us according to our Dominican charism. 
Stages of ongoing formation

Because formation aims at the transformation of the whole person it continues for a lifetime in a progressive journey of conformity to the perfect nakedness of Christ and His total self-giving to the Father.  Itinerancy for us, the nuns, can be expressed in our willingness to keep moving forward along the inner journey with passion and an adventurous spirit and in our refusal to settle down at any stage along the way.  Therefore a constant openness to learn and renew ourselves should be a characteristic element of our Dominican life. 

Vita Consecrata mentions several stages along life’s journey
 

· The first years after solemn profession – need for support and accompaniment
· Middle age – need to search for what is essential and not to give in to temptation of being disappointed with meagre results and the risk of routine
· Stage of maturity – need for personal growth and continued openness and avoid the danger of a certain individualism, inflexibility, self-centredness or diminished enthusiasm.
· Advanced age – time of suffering and advanced age offers the elderly the chance to be transformed by the Paschal experience and be configured to the Crucified Christ who fulfils the Father’s will in all things and abandons himself into the Father’s hands.

· Completion of formation at the moment of death

Aids in the process of formation

· Good community atmosphere – charity, discretion and respect for each other – absence of undue tensions. The atmosphere we encounter in community is powerfully formative in our lives.

· Healthy friendships – facility for discussion and sharing within the community
 

· Lectures and study programmes

· Help in facilitation of community meetings.
· Suitable confessors and spiritual directors – counselling made available for sisters when necessary or requested.

· Courses in necessary skills and crafts to facilitate more efficient work.

· Good library
 
· Adequate time for study, rest and relaxation.  Sufficient space, time and leisure are needed for the contemplative moment to enable us to get in touch with reality and with the Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit who are at the heart of all reality.

· Self discipline – good management of one’s time
· Healthy contact with outside world – awareness of what is happening and of the social   needs of our time.
Role of the prioress

Formation cannot be directed at only some of the members but should involve the entire community in order that it may be a place of fervent progress and spiritual growth.
 
The prioress is to promote the ongoing formation of the nuns

· by reminding them to nourish themselves on the mystery of God who continually gives Himself in the liturgy and in the various moments of monastic life

· by giving them the necessary instruments for their spiritual and doctrinal formation – lectures, courses, suitable time for study etc

· by encouraging them to grow continuously in fidelity to the gift of the divine call which is ever new.
   
Conclusion

Earlier I suggested that renewal involves getting in touch with the inner spark of love which led us to the monastery – an echo of the spark which motivated Dominic and the early nuns and friars.  We have seen how ongoing formation is about cherishing, nourishing and cultivating this spark, allowing it to be pruned and to develop to its full potential all the while remembering that we hold this treasure in earthen vessels (2Cor 4).   We can never capture or master this treasure which remains God’s gift.  Rather it is a question of developing a quality of heart – a disposition for a lifetime – learning to be available to the One who comes to us in the present moment. When we allow ourselves to be formed by the Paschal Mystery growth will be a process of ‘letting go’ – and we will experience our own innate poverty rather than any sense of achievement.  It is important for us to keep this in mind both as individuals and as communities and to remember that all our yesterdays lead to the ‘now’ of today.  ‘Now’ is always new and different and must always mean letting go as fully as possible in order to live more and more out of the gift of God, while remembering that “the seeds of our tradition are ready to burst forth again into flower if only there are courageous and generous hearts to house them”.
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