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 FOREWORD

 “Preach the WORD. Be in season or out of season” (2 Timothy 4:2) 
serves as inspired text for the International Colloquium on “Dominican 
Preaching URBI ET ORBI, to the city and to the world, in the time of 
pandemic,”  hosted virtually by the Institute of Preaching, Philippines, last 
October 12-14, 2021. Indeed, through three days, across several international 
time zones, from different parts of the world, sisters and brothers, fellow 
Dominicans, friends and collaborators, have experienced theopneustos, 
GOD’S breath, GOD breathing in us, through us, inspiring us.

 Notwithstanding this pandemic, and the threats to life and health, to 
truth, to faith, the WORD powers through, as divine mandate and mission. 
Despite everything, despite delays, and the difficult but determined shift to a 
fully virtual gathering, the colloquium has managed to fulfill its objectives (1) 
of contemplating and sharing the fruits of our contemplation, (2) of listening 
and interacting with the voices and views of preachers all over, (3) of moving 
towards a sunergos - “one work, one energy,” a synergy of preaching verbis 
et exemplo.

 The colloquium also draws inspiration from the New Testament story 
of Pentecost, when the Spirit of God descended upon the disciples, enkindling 
a flame over them, empowering them to speak in different languages to 
different peoples, preaching about the megaleia tou theo, the mighty acts of 
GOD.

 Per the official registration, there were 466 names of enrolled 
participants, from the different branches of the Dominican Family. Of course, 
many more were able to join the colloquium, even after the registration 
was closed. Some participants accessed the event for several people, entire 
communities on one account, one device. Many more followed on Facebook 
live and the other platforms on which this event is being broadcast and shared. 
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From the 1st colloquium in 2016 to this 2nd colloquium, the numbers have 
been blessed, an increase in the harvest. Thanks to the modern means of 
social communication, we have managed to become a virtual but truly global 
colloquium, preaching on this new and digital areopagus. It is something 
analogous to the closing verse of the Pentecost chapter in Acts, “Day by day, 
the Lord added to their community those destined to be saved.” 

 The colloquium evokes the story of Dominic in holy conversation, 
“speaking to GOD and speaking about GOD,” involving a living dynamic of 
listening and speaking, of breaking word while breaking bread and sharing a 
cup, full of passion and perseverance, patience and persistence, until the Truth 
is born, uncovered, revealed, incarnated.

 The colloquium hopes to continue, to broaden in its embrace, to dream 
dreams and see visions, to prophesy, to preach and reach to the ends of the 
earth. This printed version of the keynote and major addresses is intended to 
preserve the texts of the colloquium, as well to promote its broad reception, 
readership, reflection and active response.

 Always already, the colloquium expresses its heart-felt gratitude 

• to the keynote speakers and preachers; 

• to those who sent and shared audio-visual presentations of their 
manifold preachings; 

• to the members of the Dominican Preaching Network and the 
schools which we represent - the Aquinas Institute of Theology, 
St. Louis, Missouri, USA, the Institute for Pastoral Homiletic, 
Dusseldorf, Germany, and the Institute of Preaching of the 
Philippines;

• to the students and staff of the Institute of Preaching and of Colegio 
de San Juan de Letrán (Arriba!); 

• To all of you - sisters and brothers in the Dominican Family and 
our friends and collaborators in the ministry of the WORD.

• To GOD, the source and font, the end of our Praise, our Blessing, 
our Preaching.

Thank you very much! Vielen dank! Maraming salamat po!
 
 This year 2021, the Dominican Family is commemorating the DIES 
NATALIS of Dominic de Guzman. From the colloquium, despite the disease 
and death brought about by COVID19, let us be emboldened, like the birth 
of the Church at Pentecost, let us also give birth to the WORD, to incarnate 
CHRIST THE PREACHER in ourselves and in our communities, to announce 
the GOSPEL to the city and to the world, in season or out of season.

Stay safe and healthy! God bless you!

Rev. Fr. Clarence Victor C. Marquez, OP
Institute of Preaching, Quezon City
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 KEYNOTES

Dominic: Preacher of 
Grace and Hope

Gerard Francisco P. Timoner III, OP

 
 I am grateful to our brothers Clarence Marquez, Andreas Bordowski, 
and Gregory Heille, prime movers of the Dominican Preaching Network,  a 
community of schools of Preaching from the United States, Germany and the 
Philippines, for  holding this International Colloquium in the time of pandemic.

 How do we preach in a time  of pandemic? How do we preach God’s 
closeness to us while keeping our safe distance from one another? How do we 
preach God’s nearness to people in isolation? How do we preach hope in a 
time of despair? In many homes and communities, including some of our own 
convents, we have seats and spaces now empty, reminding us of loved ones we 
have lost in these last two years. How do we preach the joy of the Gospel in 
the midst of loss? A

 Surely, there are manifold ways of preaching in these trying times. 
But from what I have read, heard and seen, I wish to say that You, dear 
brothers and sisters are a sign of hope for the Church and the human family 
as you strove to feed the “hungers” intensified by the pandemic: hunger 
for the Eucharist (and sacraments), hunger for solidarity and compassion, 
hunger for food and drink. 
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 There are members of the Dominican Family who raised funds for the 
needs of the sick and those who take care of the sick. There are friars who 
braved the danger of contamination by ministering to the sick, while observing 
necessary precautions in order to prevent viral transmission within their 
communities. Our brothers from all over the world have published theological 
and biblical reflections on the different facets of the pandemic, liturgy guides 
for the celebration of the Paschal Triduum at home, guidelines for a safe and 
worthy celebration of the sacraments etc. We recall what Fr. Timothy Radcliffe, 
OP wrote in The Wellspring of Hope: “To study is itself an act of hope, since it 
expresses our confidence that there is a meaning to our lives and the sufferings 
of our people. And this meaning comes to us as a gift, a Word of Hope promising 
life.” The intellectual mission of the Order and its mission to preach Veritas is 
an important antidote to another pernicious pandemic --- fake news and  half-
truths which are in fact half-lies.

 There are brothers and sisters who offered words of encouragement 
and hope through phone counselling. Most of the brothers and sisters preached 
and prayed with the people through various digital initiatives. We have a friar-
scientist who is  developing with his team a low-cost and shelf stable vaccine 
called Dominivax. Indeed, moments of crisis can become occasions of grace 
and moments of creativity.

 But COVID 19 is not the only pandemic afflicting our world. The Church, 
the mystical body  of Christ, is wounded by divisions. How do we preach God’s 
friendship at a time when we hear people fomenting fractures and divisions? 
How do we preach in a time of the pernicious pandemics of indifference, 
clericalism, divisions, fake news, hopelessness?

 I invite you dear brothers and sisters to look at St. Dominic, preacher of 
grace, praedicator gratiae. I also invite you to read and ponder on the beautiful 
letter of Pope Francis to the Order with the same title. 

 What does St. Dominic have to say to us, to the Church, to the world, 
as we confront the problems of indifference, clericalism, divisions, fake 
news, hopelessness?

 In a time that is marked by indifference, especially towards the suffering-
other, Dominic preached misericordia veritatis, the mercy of truth. We recall 
that while he was a student at Palencia, Dominic stood on the frontier between 
life and death: he was moved with compassion for those who were suffering and 
dying during a severe famine, so he sold his precious books and “established a 

center for almsgiving where the poor could be fed”… his exemplary kindness 
inspired others to do the same.1 And so, with a compassionate heart Dominic 
preached misericordia veritatis,2 the mercy of truth perfectly manifested in 
Christ, misericordiæ Vultus, “the face of the Father’s mercy”.3 Mercy is love 
that seeks to alleviate the  pain of the other. As Pope Benedict once reminded 
us: “the greatest act of charity is evangelization... There is no action more 
beneficial – and therefore more charitable – towards one’s neighbor than to 
break the bread of the word of God, to share with him the Good News of the 
Gospel, to introduce him to a relationship with God”.4

 At a time when clericalism seemed to obscure the evangelical meaning 
of diakonia as imitation of Jesus who came “to serve and not be served”, 
Dominic grounded the diakonia of preaching on fraternal communion. The 
charism of preaching he received propelled Dominic to remind the Church of 
her universal mission to preach the Gospel, that preaching is a mission, not of a 
few chosen ones, but of all members of the Church. It is a charism shared by all 
the members of the Dominican family: friars (clerics and cooperator brothers), 
nuns, apostolic sisters, priestly fraternity and lay Dominicans - all the states of 
life in the Church. Thus, Dominic, who preached verbis et exemplo, opened the 
possibility for the  manifold life and witness of disciples-missionaries and their 
varied works, such as the writings of Catherine of Siena, the paintings of Fra 
Angelico, the loving service to others of Rose of Lima, John Macias, Margaret 
of Città di Castello, Pier Giorgio Frassati, and so many others, to be considered 
as important forms of preaching the Gospel. As one wise cooperator brother 
said: We are not an Order of homilists, but an order of preachers!

 At a time when the Church, the Body of Christ, was wounded by divisions 
and discord, Dominic envisioned a communitarian form of government that 
promotes inclusion and participation in discernment and decision-making. 
Chapters on various levels provide space for conversing with brothers and 
confronting the challenges which they face, for seeking consensus on divisive 
matters, for discerning the best possible ways to serve the mission of the Order 
at a particular moment and place, and more importantly, for mutual listening 
and learning, as brothers. Pope Francis affirmed that “this “synodal” process 
enabled the Order to adapt its life and mission to changing historical contexts 
while maintaining fraternal communion” (PG, 6)

 At a time when error and fake news sowed confusion and misled many, 
Dominic sent his brothers to the emerging universities in Europe. He knew the 
importance of sound and solid theological formation that is based on Sacred 
Scripture and attentive to questions posed by the times.  Such conviction has 



URBI et ORBI: DOMINIC - PREACHER OF GRACE AND HOPE 13COLLOQUIA Manilana12

led the succeeding generation of friars to the frontier where faith meets reason 
as companions on the path to truth. Our brothers Thomas Aquinas and Albert 
the Great stood on such a frontier and found confidence in their harmony and 
produced an abundant harvest for the philosophical and theological heritage 
of the Church. The intellectual mission of the Order and its mission to preach 
Veritas is an important antidote to another pernicious pandemic --- fake news, 
half-truths, which are in fact half-lies.

 In these trying times where people seem to be lost in despair, St. Dominic 
offers us spem miram, a wonderful hope! Our song of hope commemorates the 
moment, eight hundred years ago here in Bologna, when Dominic passed from 
this world, a time when the brothers had tears in their eyes --- O spem miram 
quam dedisti mortis hora te flentibus. Dominic stirred hope in their hearts 
because he promised to continue to be helpful to the brothers and sisters, he 
vowed to intercede for us, and, therefore, to abide with us by his prayers. But 
this is just one side of the story. The presence of the praying brothers at the 
hour of his death must have also given hope to Dominic. At that final moment 
of human finitude, Dominic was not alone. The presence of the brothers 
and Dominic’s  promised presence beyond death gave them hope and 
consolation. Ultimately, hope is grounded on the certainty that God will never 
abandon us.  Hope is the assurance that God abides in the “mysteries of joy, 
sorrow, glory and light” of our lives. Hope is Christ in us (1 Col. 27).

 I close this reflection with a prayer:

O Lord our God, Creator of the world, Giver of life. 
Eight hundred years ago,
It pleased you to receive St. Dominic into eternity, 
and to establish the Holy Preaching all over the  world.
O Spem miram! YOU O LORD are the wonderful HOPE,
promised by Dominic,  as our constant Companion,
in the holy endeavor of spreading and growing Your WORD,
over lands, across the sea, beyond the horizons of our vision.

As we celebrate the Jubilee
of the dies natalis of St. Dominic into eternal life 
feed us and fill us with a double portion of the SPIRIT,
so that we may experience a new Pentecost – 
a renewed proclamation of the “mighty acts of God” 
and rekindled commitment to our mission 
for the “salvation of souls”. 

Bless our brothers and sisters 
and the entire Dominican Family,
with health, happiness and holiness.
Lead them to ever serve your people.
Gather them all to Yourself, 
in praise and thanks eternal.
Through Mary’s plea;
in Jesus’ name. Amen.

Notes

 1 Jordan of Saxony, Libellus, 10.

 2 Acts of the General Chapter of Providence (2001) 107.

 3 Francis, Bull of Indiction of the Extraordinary Jubilee Of Mercy Misericordiæ 
Vultus (11 April 2015), 1.

 4 Benedict XVI, Message for Lent 2013, no. 3.

     Fr. Gerard Francisco P. Timoner III, OP is the 88th Master of the Order 
of Preachers and a son of the Dominican Province of the Philippines, which he once served 
as Prior Provincial, 2012-2016. Fr. Timoner was also a member of the International 
Theological Commission appointed by the Pope.
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The Mystery of Grace: 
In my weakness is my strength

Margaret Mayce, OP

Dear Friends,

 I consider it a privilege to share some reflections with you as part of 
this Conference. However, I must admit, that pulling my thoughts together has 
been a bit difficult. The topic: Urbi et Orbi: The challenge of preaching to the 
City and to the World in the time of pandemic could not be more daunting. 
I simply did not know what to say. I could not find the words to adequately 
express the message the world needs to hear from us during these extraordinary 
times. And to compound that reality, I am painfully conscious of my own 
difficulty speaking. But rather than simply dismiss what I was feeling, I chose 
to consider it as a sign. That is, I chose to consider the feelings as a sign, that 
this was precisely what I was being invited to reflect upon. Because I think I 
can safely say that we will have nothing to offer in this time of pandemic, unless 
we allow ourselves to tap into our depths, and touch into our vulnerability.

 So let me begin by explaining my voice. At the end of January 2019, 
I had a bad fall and subsequently had surgery to repair damaged disks in my 
neck. While the surgery was a success, it has left me with a paralyzed vocal 
cord. Then in May of the same year, I was elected Coordinator of Dominican 
Sisters International. The timing of my surgery and its side effect, and my new 
position with DSI could not have been worse. Or…maybe this is simply what 
is meant to be in God’s great design. But I found myself asking myself some 

significant questions: how can I be a preacher, with only half a voice? How 
can I assume responsibility for DSI, with only half a voice? Is what I have to 
offer the position, as I am now, enough? And I suspect that this is a question 
you might frequently ask of yourselves – is what you have to give, is who you 
are – enough to provide a word of encouragement and hope to those who are 
suffering; and a word of challenge to those who turn a blind eye to the human 
condition?

 In the midst of my musings, I happened upon an article from which 
I have drawn great encouragement and inspiration. The article is entitled 
Speechless**, and it was written by a young woman who woke up one morning 
to discover that she had no voice; just a faint, breathy whisper. As if that wasn’t 
bad enough, she was due to give a lecture to a crowd of several hundred people 
later that day at the Rubin Museum of Art in Manhattan. After her initial 
moments of panic and dread, and her worries about what people would think 
of her, she proceeded with her lecture, and learned several significant lessons 
in the process; lessons which I feel are very much worthy of our reflection, 
as we venture into our post-Covid world, preaching to Urbi et Orbi, probably 
wondering if what we have to offer is enough.

 The author writes:

It is often when the worst happens, when hopes and dreams 
are dashed, that real life pours in. So it’s very important to 
experience what is really happening, without trying to resist, 
or run away.

 She goes on to say:

I noticed that when I thought about myself and what might 
happen, I suffered. When I stopped and noticed the people 
around me, I felt energized and alive. The fear was still present, 
but I remembered that I was also part of a larger life that 
contained unknown possibilities.

 And she concludes:

In the midst of a dark time, I discovered that a truth was waiting 
to be found. When we let go and die to the known, we find the 
unknown. And when we dare to be still and touch the earth of 
our lives, we can find our true voice.
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 So I would like to consider these three bits of wisdom to see how they 
might apply to us in our preaching to the city and to the world in this time of 
pandemic.

 As you and I take our next steps into our Dominican lives in our post-
Covid world, we do so fully aware that we are not what we were. Well before 
the arrival of Covid, I suspect that we would wake up each morning, and 
probably notice that something was different…or changing…or missing: a 
voice; excellent health and boundless energy; our drive and determination; or 
even our belief that we really can make a difference. But since Covid, I suspect 
that what we notice, and the questions we ask, are much more fundamental 
– even existential. Why did this happen? Where is God in it all?  What is the 
meaning of all this suffering and death? What is the meaning of my life….of 
my Dominican vocation…in a world which has changed so dramatically as 
a result of the pandemic? Do I really have anything worthwhile to say in the 
face of this human tragedy? Am I speaking with my true voice? 

 However, if we stop here, and focus only on ourselves, we will miss 
the glimpses of unknown possibilities present in the larger life of which we 
are a part.  

 The author of Speechless discovered an age-old insight; namely, that 
when we let-go….when we lean into the present moment, just as it is…we 
discover our true voice. And I believe that this true voice of ours, is best 
discovered through an acknowledgement of our vulnerability. 

 If my fall taught me anything, it is that I am incredibly vulnerable. And if 
Covid-19 has taught us anything, I hope it is that WE are incredibly vulnerable 
too. We are challenged perhaps as never before to reflect on St. Paul’s wisdom, 
that in my weakness lies my strength.

 The invitation to this colloquium referred to St. Paul’s Letter to Timothy, 
and the admonition to Preach the Word – in season or out of season. The 
challenge of preaching to the City and to the World in the time of pandemic 
could not be more daunting. But as the author of Speechless wrote:

It is often when the worst happens, when hopes and dreams 
are dashed, that real life pours in. So it’s very important to 
experience what is really happening, without trying to resist, 
or run away.

 So…how were you during the height of the pandemic? What were 
your spirits like during the weeks/months of quarantine? Did you just take 
it in stride, and tough it out, just assuming that it would end at some point.  
Or, did you find at times that you were you absolutely overwhelmed; listless; 
depressed; not quite believing that this was actually happening. Were you upset, 
perhaps even angry that all your fine-tuned plans for travel, for meetings and 
workshops, for vacation, retreat and recreation were up-ended? Did you have 
a sense of just not knowing exactly what you should do, or where you should 
go? Were you affected in some way by the knowledge of so many, many people 
dying absolutely alone? Were you relieved to learn about the availability of a 
vaccine – and then appalled at how slow the roll-out has been in the poorest 
of countries? 

 I hope that this was true for you – because that’s what it was like for the 
vast majority of souls who were at their wit’s end; even bordering on despair. 
I hope you did not try to resist the chaos and the turmoil – both inside and 
outside. I hope you deeply felt what was happening to us – to all of us. Because 
it is often when the worst happens, that real life pours in. Some might call this 
real life, grace….

 Author Annie Lamott says:

I do not understand the mystery of grace – only that it meets us 
where we are, and does not leave us where it found us.

 Where did grace meet you in the midst of the pandemic? Could you dare 
to be still, and touch the earth of your lives? Did your experience of yourself 
during the pandemic give you a glimmer of your true voice?  Have you in some 
way been transformed by grace? 

 The author’s 2nd bit of wisdom:

I noticed that when I thought about myself and what might 
happen, I suffered. When I stopped and noticed the people around 
me, I felt energized and alive. The fear was still present, but I 
remembered that I was also part of a larger life that contained 
unknown possibilities.

 From the earliest days of this crisis, our Dominican Sisters throughout 
the world have been living in deep solidarity with those who have suffered 
the effects of the virus – whether that suffering has been physical, emotional, 
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spiritual. Many Sisters have been involved in direct service to those in need, 
providing food and medicine, and tending to the sick. Others have kept vigil 
in prayerful solidarity from their homes. 

 Believing that this time of pandemic also held out to us a source of 
unexpected grace, the Coordinating Committee of DSI invited Sisters to write 
the stories of their experience of living through these extraordinary times. We 
posted them on the DSI website in the hope that as Sisters read them, they 
would be inspired. We felt that this was one way in which we could be in 
solidarity with one another; and share the Holy Preaching with one another, 
as we all struggled to discover our true voices in the midst of such suffering 
in a landscape that had so drastically changed. 

 So what I would like to do now, is share with you just a few of the 
experiences of our Dominican Sisters worldwide as they responded to this 
unexpected and tragic reality. They, like so many others, inserted themselves 
into the larger life of which they were a part, and that revealed for them unknown 
possibilities of grace. I’ll share with you some photos of our Sisters, as well as 
excerpts from some of their reflections. So you will be hearing their experience, 
in their own words…in what they discovered to be their true voices – as they 
preached to the city and to the world in this time of pandemic.

 Two Cabra Dominican Sisters from Ireland wrote:

Where is the Galilee in our world today where we can find 
Jesus? For many people, Galilee is the crowded wards and 
Intensive Care Units of our hospitals. God is found in the front-
line workers who risk their lives so that others might have the 
chance to continue living. These essential workers are part of 
“The huge and rare outflow of love that has encircled vulnerable 
planet earth.” (Srs. Maeve McMahon and Brighde Vallely)

 From the very early days of this crisis, our Sisters and other members 
of the Dominican Family have been on the front lines offering assistance and 
comfort. And our Sisters in many parts of the world have provided financial 
assistance to help in this outreach to the victims of COVID-19. The situation 
in Venezuela posed a particular problem. To send money was not a good option 
due to the extent of corruption in the country. So our Sisters coordinated an 
effort to purchase food and medical supplies which were then sent directly to 
the Sisters in Venezuela. Along with other members of the Dominican Family 
in Venezuela, they distributed the food and medicine to the most needy.

 A Sister from Spain described this time of pandemic as a search for 
God’s Word amidst the voices of the world;  a moment to set our sights on the 
new fractures within the human family and to catch glimpses of how to move 
forward together. She suggested that this a time to imagine a renewed humanity, 
and a moment to un-learn – so that we can start to learn new paths together.
 
 From Vietnam, a Sister wrote:

The virus changed everything. Not only the way we saw 
ourselves, but also the way we lived with others. Our Superior 
asked the Sisters and our benefactors to sacrifice and work 
together for the benefit of the poor and the needy. Food was what 
was needed most. Although our Sisters were afraid of getting 
infected with the virus, they kept going to visit families. Group 
by group, they went to the canal areas to visit all the families, 
and show our love for them.

 In South Africa, our Sisters have collaborated with civic groups and 
neighborhood organizations in outreach to the victims of Coronavirus. 

 From Cambodia,  A Sister wrote: 

The Religious Missionaries of St. Dominic distribute food in 
our mission in Cambodia. It is a poor mission, and has become 
even more so as a result of the coronavirus. The Sisters are very 
valiant in their efforts; they know that the Lord is their strength.

 Throughout the world, our Sisters have made and distributed Personal 
Protective Equipment (PPE), face shields and face masks to provide for the 
needs of the health care professionals in hospitals, as well as for their neighbors.

 And a Sister from Canada wrote of the pandemic as a moment of grace; 
the grace of a new Pentecost:

The experience of the pandemic has initiated a serious 
examination of conscience in me. It has had a revealing effect, 
letting me glimpse that both the best and the worst of what 
is happening are intertwined in my life! As the days went by, 
however, a conviction became clear with strength: just as the 
Spirit hovered over the chaos of the world at the time of creation, 
so does it hover again on the chaos of my life, my community, the 
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Church and the entire universe. How could I not then ask him, 
with fervor, to help me to detect the grace at work in the present 
moment? Because, it seems to me, the present reality disposes 
us, more than ever, to receive the grace of a new Pentecost. 
That, at least, is my hope!       
                                       (Sr. Nathalie Roberge – Quebec, Canada)

 And our 3rd bit of wisdom:

In the midst of a dark time, I discovered that a truth was waiting 
to be found. When we let go and die to the known, we find the 
unknown. And when we dare to be still and touch the earth of 
our lives, we can find our true voice.

 These Sisters, along with so many other members of the Dominican 
Family worldwide, have preached eloquently, in word and in deed, in the 
midst of a dark time. Despite fear, they remembered that they were part of a 
larger life that contained unknown possibilities. Despite their fear, they opened 
themselves to this larger life which touched the earth of their lives…and they 
were transformed in the process. Dare I suggest, that their vulnerability in the 
face of the crisis, led them to discover their true voices. 

 Many years ago, I read an article entitled Dominican Women In 
Today’s World, written by Sr. Mary O’Driscoll, a Cabra Dominican. In it, 
she refers to a talk given to a gathering of Dominican women by the former 
Master of the Order, Vincent de Couesnongle. In his address, he commented 
on the Dominican task to preach a Gospel of Mercy to the world.  His message 
speaks to us all; and perhaps poignantly so in this time of pandemic.

 Our Brother Vincent said :

Is mercy really a living force among us?...a deeply felt unrest? 
Is it something that springs from human misery and grips us, 
knocking us out of our normal habits, our ordinary way of life, 
forcing us to change our ways and keeping us awake at night? 
Is it a constant throbbing ache in our hearts?

 We are told that Dominic was always joyful, his face radiant – except 
when he encountered any kind of suffering. Then, his face would become 
sad, and tears would flow. Do we have this deeply felt unrest within us, as we 
continue to witness the suffering wrought by Covid-19? 

 Whether we admit it or not, life has changed irrevocably. Last year, 
in his message for World Day for Migrants & Refugees, Pope Francis chose 
to focus on internally displaced persons. In his message, he spoke about the 
condition of displacement as one of fear, uncertainty and loss. And I have often 
reflected on the fact that in some way, each one of us has experienced a sense 
of being “displaced” as a result of Covid and the quarantine. We have felt a 
sense of disorientation; familiar patterns have been disrupted; we still live in 
fear and concern as cases continue to increase in many parts of the world. But 
Mary O’Driscoll reminds us that 

it is a mark of those who follow Jesus Christ, a mark personified 
in Dominic’s life, that we are willing to be disturbed.

 No one has been spared; we have all been affected in some way. We 
have been challenged to adapt to a new way of being; and hopefully, we have 
gained wisdom and insight and humility in the process.

 In Fratelli tutti, Pope Francis offers a framework for helping us get 
through the pandemic. He reminds us that all is not lost, if we acknowledge what 
needs to change and take appropriate steps. In the broadest sense, this means 
loving our neighbor as we love ourselves. So it seems to me that it is up to us to 
reflect on what this means, and how it might inform our preaching in this time 
of pandemic. What does love of neighbor mean - in terms of the gross inequities 
which have been highlighted during this pandemic: the disparities in access 
to and quality of health care; the disparities in access to life-saving vaccines; 
the greed and desire for profit on the part of pharmaceutical companies, which 
often obscure the depth of human suffering that is right on our doorstep. 
 
 And what does love of neighbor mean in world in which everything 
is connected? The pandemic is not simply a problem in and of itself. It will 
continue to have a dangerous impact on global poverty levels; on the condition 
of migrants and refugees worldwide; on the global economy; on the condition 
of women; on mental health; on domestic violence; on education; on the 
environment…..

 Pope Francis reminded us that:

“A worldwide tragedy like the Covid-19 pandemic momentarily 
revived the sense that we are a global community, all in the same 
boat, where one person’s problems are the problems of all. “  
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 I would suggest that a challenge to our preaching moving forward, is 
how to communicate the message that being part of a global community is in 
fact who we are; and not simply an idea that needs to be momentarily revived 
during a time of crisis.

 Perhaps the silver lining in this crisis is the opportunity to remember that 
we are better together, than we are alone…to remember that we are brothers 
and sisters all. How we respond to this opportunity will prove whether or not 
the pandemic will be a moment of change for the better or, as Pope Francis 
wrote, 

“just another tragedy of history from which we learned nothing.”

 Our brother, Bruno Cadore, suggests: and I quote - 

“Remaining in the Word means to stand closer to the 
conversation of God with humanity, which Jesus made visible 
to the eyes of all.”

 And to stand closer to that conversation, requires great humility and 
vulnerability on our part. But maybe this is precisely what we are called to as 
a Dominican Family at this moment in time.

 So dear friends…….

What do you hear when you stand closer to God’s conversation 
with humanity during this time of pandemic? How does what 
you hear inform your preaching to the city and to the world?

Given the inequities that COVID-19 has highlighted, and the 
consequent massive human suffering, where do Dominicans need 
to make their voices heard? How do we do this?  

 Back to the author of – Speechless…

 She noted that when she was explaining about her voice, someone 
suggested to her that “Maybe the universe is trying to tell you something…”  
She continues: Being without a voice in a wordy world is oppressive. But not 
speaking can also help you listen deeply, and observe.”

 The last thing our pandemic world needs are voices that simply add to 
the incessant wordiness that surrounds us. 

 Maybe God is trying to tell us something. Maybe God is inviting us 
to listen deeply to our own experience of the pandemic; to the experiences of 
people near and far; to the lame excuses of governments worldwide as they 
withhold available assistance to those who need it the most.

 And maybe God is inviting us to observe…to observe the glimpses of 
grace and possibility that are all around us; the glimpses of grace / the mystery 
of grace, that meets us where we are, and does not leave us where it finds us. 

 In conclusion….

 We are all familiar with the expression that a chain is only as strong as 
its weakest link. Perhaps we, as preachers, can only be as strong, as persuasive, 
as authentic – as our weakest links – our deepest hurt; disappointment; fear; 
doubts.  And it is my hope that this time of pandemic is laying this bare for each 
one of us with greater clarity; greater sincerity; greater vulnerability. Because 
perhaps it will only be our willingness to lean into this tragic and grace-filled 
moment, that will help us to know and to embrace our true voice – for the life 
of the world.

 And we pray…..

 May God Creator bless us
 May God Redeemer heal us
 And may God the Holy Spirit, fill us with life.

 And may the preaching continue, in this time of pandemic, with our 
very lives.

 Amen. Thank you!

     Sis. Margaret Mayce, OP belongs to the Sisters of St. Dominic, Congregation 
of the Holy Cross, Amityville, New York. She is the current International Coordinator 
of Dominican Sisters International (DSI) Confederation. Formerly, she served as the 
Representative of the  Dominican Leadership Conference at the United Nations in New 
York City, USA.
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The Preaching of the Nuns: 
The Secret Fruit of 

Contemplation
Barbara Estelle Beaumont, OP 

 Greetings from Fanjeaux, Saint Dominic’s village in the South of France. 
(By the way, in case you were wondering, he is still here! We encounter him 
regularly as we come and go through the streets and the fields.)

 I would like to take as epigraph for this talk a quotation from former 
Master of the Order Bruno Cadoré. In the letter he addressed to all Dominicans 
in January 2012, Fr Bruno used the term “evangelisation” to express the primary 
reason for the existence of the Order, for preaching is only the means to the 
end, the means used to bring about evangelisation. He goes on to explain: 
“Evangelisation is not first and foremost a question of ministry, but an invitation 
to a certain way of life.” Is it not exactly in this sense that the nuns of the Order 
play their part in its preaching mission? For the nuns certainly do not have a 
formal preaching ministry, to be honest I do not think the majority of nuns wish 
for one, but it is indeed the option for “a certain way of life” - and a radical 
option at that - that makes of nuns evangelisers and hence preachers, according 
to the definition of Fr Bruno. The logic is evident: the purpose of preaching is 
evangelisation, and the purpose of evangelisation is the salvation of souls. This 
is the quintessence of the Dominican vocation and of all Dominican life. 

 So we can’t speak of the “preaching of the nuns” in conventional terms 
and we shouldn’t even try. Why? Because there is first and foremost the relation 
of nuns to the Mystical Body of Christ ... the mystical dimension of our way 
of life which cannot be put into words. Perfectae Caritatis and Verbi Sponsa 
speak eloquently of this as well as other sources.

 We must not forget that every baptized person is called to preach, to 
preach Christ, to live Christ, (though sadly, we are not taught the meaning of 
this explicitly enough from our early years). Yet, what is it to preach? If we 
speak in the conventional sense of preaching as the dictionary defines it i.e. to 
proclaim or declare in public...then we can easily understand: public preaching 
of the Word with words as the friars are called to do. But also, wearing the 
habit, the witness and proclamation of life in common, the witness of a life of 
poverty, all of these constitute a direct and humble declaration, a sign pointing 
to God. It was Bishop Diego who enjoined on the papal legates that they must 
preach by word and example. And in this way St Dominic began to preach to 
the Cathars, meeting them where they were at, so to speak. And yes, miracles 
happened. 

 So we come to the question: is there a conflict between being a 
contemplative and being a preacheress? As the nuns don’t preach in the 
conventional sense, how do they live out this dimension of the mission of the 
Order in the context of contemplative life?  First of all, simply because they have 
received the mission of prayer in the heart of the Church. The prayer of praise 
and intercession in total gift to the Lord, such is their vocation and hence their 
mission. In the communion of saints, the Word of God which we welcome and 
desire to put into practice does not return to the Father without moving hearts 
towards salvation. The nuns are to be ‘love at the Heart of the Church’... “I 
will be love at the heart of the Church” said St Therese doctor of the Church. 
Though coming from a Carmelite, this “rule” truly does apply to all who are 
called to the monastic, contemplative life. From the beginning, for the nun, it is 
a matter of a covenant of love, a radical consecration of love...to the very end 
it is a covenant of love, in eternity it is only love! 

 “By their fruit shall you know them” is a well-know biblical adage, and 
we must apply it to the preaching of Dominican nuns, as indeed to preachers 
in general.  In our Order we speak of the fruits of contemplation and the 
communication of such fruits to others. We must bear in mind however that the 
transmission of such fruits is not an automatic process. As with the parable of 
the sower, certain conditions need to be fulfilled in order for the fruitfulness of 
the grain to be bountiful. In the case of the nuns, it does not suffice simply to 
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lock oneself up in a cloister and then to go about ones own business, prioress, 
bursar, novice mistress, cook – or whatever it may be. There is a community 
dimension to contemplation as indeed to the transmission of its fruits.

 St. Athanasius refers to the “folly of preaching,” which God ordained 
as the route to salvation for believers. And yet this is described as folly. As an 
Order of Preachers, I think we understand this very well, we realize that you 
have to be not a little mad to undertake such a mission; and this is probably 
even more so in the case of the nuns. For the friars, who go out and preach in 
various locations, can often – but not always - see the fruits of their labours. 
They see the reactions on the faces of the congregation, they get feedback in 
various ways. They can sometimes be aware of having touched peoples’ lives 
deeply.

 On the other hand, it is very rare, almost impossible for the nuns to 
know whether their form of preaching is effective; for theirs is a more discreet 
and often silent form of witness, bearing a fruit that remains mostly secret, 
but nonetheless real, for as Pope Pius XII said: “The life of the nun is totally 
apostolic.”

 Nuns should certainly not be like Victorian children, that is, “seen and 
not heard,” or in some cases not even seen. Preaching is by definition, a form 
of communication. If nuns are to be considered as evangelisers and preachers, 
there must necessarily be communication in some form or other. A praying 
presence that is totally unseen and unheard certainly has a value in the purely 
spiritual or supernatural domain. This might be the case for example with the 
way of life of Carmelite nuns, but to my mind it does not correspond to the 
charism of Dominican nuns. 

 The Holy Spirit ‘loosens our tongue’ when He wishes...and we share 
the Word, Whom we ponder and prayerfully study day after day, with the help 
of Our Lady, Mother of the Word and first of the disciples. We may do this in 
brief reflections offered to our Sisters in community; in writing; through art; 
in translation; in receiving visitors/pilgrims especially in Fatima or Lourdes, 
where hospitality for pilgrims from all parts of the world is part of the life of 
the community.
 
 Interestingly enough, in the early times of the Order, the nuns were 
referred to as Sister Preacheresses, not as Dominican nuns. One can justifiably 
argue that at that time the term “Dominicans” was not in general use. Yet it is 
surely significant that at this early stage the identity of the nuns was associated 

with the preaching mission. Indeed before it became a formal monastery, the 
community at Prouilhe was known as the “Holy Preaching”, because this first 
foundation, besides housing nuns, served as a sort of refuelling station for 
Diego, Dominic and their group of preachers.  And later on, the foundations of 
Dominican nuns that proliferated all over Europe in the 13th and 14th centuries 
were referred to in the local languages as “Sister Preacheresses”. Indeed the 
ancient university towns of Louvain and Antwerp in Belgium still have their 
“Predikerinnen straat” or “Preacheresses Street”. The nuns could easily have 
been called “Daughters of St Dominic” or something similar, but although 
their monasteries have long since disappeared through the various vicissitudes 
of history, the memory of these nuns’ association with the preaching ministry 
lives on.

 The preaching of the nuns should always be collective, not individual; 
that is to say it needs to be a function of the whole monastic community, not 
just of certain individuals. (This is true of the friars also of course, but this 
community dimension is much more radical in the case of the nuns, as we shall 
see shortly when we examine some aspects of their constitutions). The desire 
of St Dominic that preaching should be by both word and example is crucial 
to the mission of the nuns, for they use words sparingly in a life comprised in 
great part of silence, that silence that provides the necessary nourishment for 
prayer.

 So in what does the exemplo of the nuns consist – how does it 
communicate itself, how does it become witness, and hence how does it qualify 
as preaching and bear fruit? No one refers to Benedictine nuns or Carmelites 
as preacheresses – how are our nuns different – or how should they be different 
– maybe we aren’t always as different as we should be. Maybe we need to be 
more aware of what our specific mission is as contemplatives in the apostolic 
Order of Preachers.

 This ecclesial mission is lived out in following St Dominic, who attracted 
women to the Order by a particular grace-filled fragrance, as St Catherine of 
Siena put it. This grace is that love of Truth which finds expression in the Word 
made flesh, and hence the importance of the scriptures in Dominican life. This 
Word is assiduously heard and studied, prayed and contemplated, releasing 
another fragrance, that of compassion for all those who thirst for happiness and 
pass by its source without even recognising it.

 In considering the significance of the term preacheresses, it is important 
to be aware of the dangers of anachronism. In the 20th century, there was a 
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temptation to imagine, given that Dominic founded a community of sisters 
before the foundation of the Order of Preachers, and that he introduced a certain 
number of innovations to the form of religious life that he founded, that he had 
in mind some form of mixed group of men and women, travelling through the 
countryside on itinerant preaching missions. And that subsequently the villainous 
friars and/or the villainous pope quashed this idea. Now, much as this vision of 
the past might appeal to those who have a certain notion of what liberty is, it is 
pure fantasy. Not only is there no evidence whatsoever that such was Dominic’s 
intention, but it is totally anachronistic both in the context of the period and 
indeed in the context of Dominic’s own life. He was essentially a man of the 
Church – and of course a man of his time. Innovation is one thing, flaunting 
social convention and ecclesial discipline is something else.

 On the other hand, it has been said from the beginnings that the 
Dominican Sisters support the preaching of the friars through their prayer and 
this is true, though it must not be interpreted in the sense that the intense prayer 
life of the nuns dispenses the friars from making much effort in that domain 
themselves. In addition to this support to the friars, they provide it to a wide 
spectrum of people by offering, through their chapels and guesthouses, places 
of prayer and silence to those who visit them and spend time with them. Thus 
their very communities themselves become a preaching. This is the simple way 
of looking at it, but the metaphysics run much deeper.

PREACHING AS A FORM OF WITNESS

 What we frequently hear these days is that the way of life of the nuns is 
in itself a form of preaching, and this is what I have been hinting at in this talk 
Yes, but… there are dangers implicit in this approach. Let’s look a little closer 
at this problematic. If the monastery is surrounded by high enclosure walls, if 
the liturgy takes place in an inner sanctum invisible to outside worshippers, if 
the singing is pretty much inaudible, if all external functions – answering the 
door bell , the telephone, running the guest house or monastery shop are all 
fulfilled by lay helpers, the nuns can indeed be invisible. All hell might be let 
loose inside that enclosure, yet all may look serene on the outside.  Fr Gerard 
Master of the Order wrote in a Letter offered to our Nuns for reflection in 
September  2019   “...however, when a nun refuses to speak with another nun, 
or deliberately ignores her presence, or worse makes life difficult for her...she is 
not promoting that vocation...” Invisibility can cover a multitude of sins – and 
sins are collective as well as individual.

 Indeed the constitutions of the Dominican nuns clearly state: “If the life 
of the nuns is a sign there must be a possibility of interpreting this sign.” That 
is to say, hidden should not mean invisible and silent should not mean mute. 
Again the Constitutions are quite unambiguous on this point. In paragraph 14 
we read: 

“In the various dealings of the monastery with neighbours, guests 
and others, the nuns should manifest a charity which, despite their 
hidden life, will form a bond of unity with them. This applies 
particularly to the prioress and other nuns whose positions require 
more frequent contact with persons outside the monastery. But the 
whole community, united as it is in the love of the Lord, should 
become a radiant centre of charity to all.”1

 Imagine – a call to collective “radiance” – now that is quite a challenge. It 
requires an enormous transcendence of self. Obviously it does not mean grinning 
from ear to ear the whole time, but there can be no question of grimacing at a 
sister across the choir.  No slouching in your stall if you have a back ache. A 
way of life that can appear unnatural to some must necessarily challenge certain 
preconceptions when apparently “normal,” even “good looking,” young women 
are attracted to it!

 And so our mission requires us to be “signs”. In this also we are 
commissioned by the Church, for if women who do not speak out in the 
conventional manner in front of a congregation can yet be called “preacheresses”, 
it is indeed their choice of a way of life that has something to say, to communicate: 
a life straining towards God through the hope and desire for eternal happiness 
in Him, and the mysterious fecundity of a life offered with Christ for the 
transfiguration of humanity. The centrality in the life of Dominican nuns of the 
Word of God in the Scriptures is a key concept here. The sacra pagina is the 
focus par excellence of our study, our celebration in the liturgy, our meditation 
and our contemplation. And, as we read in the prophet Isaiah, the Word does 
not return to the Father before having engendered salvation in the heart, it is in 
this that the efficacy of the nuns as preachers consists.

 Notions of what constitutes preaching have evolved over time: Fra 
Angelico and other artists are now rightly deemed to have preached through 
pictorial representation, and this is indeed a form of communication. Nuns 
have always been active in this field also – more in fact than one might think. 
Monastic art is often associated with a mystical dimension - what do we mean 
by mystical in this sense? A mystic is essentially someone who has a capacity 
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for an experience of God that he or she seeks to communicate to others. Without 
this element of communication, it is impossible to ascertain who is a mystic and 
who is not. It is normal that monastic art should seek to communicate something 
of the experience of God as lived by the artist in the monastery. 

 So what of art in Dominican monasticism? - remembering that Dominican 
monasticism is exclusively feminine (there are no Dominican monks, only friars). 
From the earliest days of the Order in the 13th century, we find nuns engaged in 
artistic and creative, intellectual pursuits, that were considered to be an integral 
part of the preaching mission of the Dominican Order. 

 If we take as example the Dominican nuns in the German speaking 
countries, we find women who were far more active in the artistic and intellectual 
sphere than the average laywoman of the day. It is well-known that monks and 
nuns illuminated manuscripts and Dominican nuns certainly did their share of 
this. At Zürich, a history of the Dominican convent of Oetenbach, written around 
1340, reports that the sisters earned 10 marks a year for the newly founded 
community by copying and illuminating books. Creating art was an important 
spiritual need, as well as a source of income, and new forms of it, unique to 
women, Sister Books for example, developed as the number of monasteries of 
the order increased exponentially over the course of the 14th and 15th centuries.

Let us move on now to the Italian Renaissance and look at the amazing 
figure of Sr Plautilla Nelli, whose dates are 1524 to 1588, often referred to as 
the Painter Prioress of Renaissance Florence. who was in fact the first woman 
painter of any category to achieve fame in Florence, and was even featured in 
the famous work Lives of the Artists by Vasari. Her noteworthy talent still has 
the potential to inspire the modern mind; she was prioress of the monastery of 
Santa Caterina da Siena on the Piazza San Marco in Florence, founded in 1500. 
So she lived right next door to the convent where Fra Angelico had painted a 
century before.  And in her own monastery there were other sisters also noted 
for the high level of their artistic production.

The story of this painter prioress has to be situated in the context not 
only of the art world in 16th century Florence, but also in the wider context 
of Dominican preaching in that place and at that time. Sr Plautilla was a true 
disciple of the famous Dominican preacher Girolamo Savonarola, who sought to 
launch a widespread moral and political reform of Florentine society, in which 
art occupied a leading role. Savonarola affirmed the great value of religious 
art and the centrality of its content, and Sr Plautilla followed him in this. In 
a series of incisive declarations, the friar had exhorted artists to eliminate 

from their works all elements that in his opinion constituted distraction from 
the sacred themes or dangerous departures from the truth. Sr Plautilla’s most 
famous work, the Lamentation of Christ which has been recently restored and 
much acclaimed, clearly illustrates the purity of artistic style and purpose that 
Savonarola promoted. She depicts the body of Jesus lying on a stone on the 
ground, with St John holding the body, Mary Magdalene embracing the feet, 
and the Virgin Mary kneeling on the ground nearby.  There is nothing to distract 
from the intensity of this moment; the poignancy is palpable. Interestingly 
enough, Sr Plautilla Nelli features, along with other nuns of her monastery, in 
a work published by the Dominican friar Serafino Razzi in 1596. The title is 
The History of Famous Men in Preaching and Theology in the Sacred Order of 
Preachers. Note: “Famous Men in Preaching” and it includes nuns! Now I am 
not too sure that a Dominican writing a book with that title today would think 
to include nun artists…

 On the whole nuns tend to be reticent or over modest about sharing 
the fruits of their contemplation, but besides preaching in the form of artistic 
expression, pictural or literary such as we have just been talking about, I 
firmly believe that there is room in the life of the nuns for some form of verbal 
preaching. Within the life of the monastery, there is surely some scope for doing 
this, without breaking the law of enclosure or infringing the discipline of the 
Church. For example, a sister could very well give a very short preaching at 
Sunday vespers, whether the faithful be present or not; similarly at the office 
of vigils on the occasion of major feasts, if only for the edification of her own 
community. And of course these days a lot of monasteries regularly post biblical 
and spiritual sharings on internet and the social media.  I believe that it is as 
yet too soon to evaluate this as a form of preaching, but in theory there could 
be great potential for nuns here.

 I have a vivid memory of my own prioress, a woman who would shun 
a public preaching ministry and who has the greatest respect for monastic 
enclosure, “preaching” from the front doorway of our monastery. On the 
Feast of the Holy Rosary, she spoke, at their invitation, to a large group of lay 
Dominicans in Fatima for their world congress; the Master of the Order and 
many members of the op curia were also present and assembled in the front 
garden of the monastery. She spoke to them in a very relevant and gripping 
manner of St Dominic and the rosary. She didn’t show a power point or a video 
but simply used as a visual aid the large statue of St Dominic and the Blessed 
Virgin Mary that stood there in their midst in the monastery garden. No rules 
were infringed, and this “preaching” was probably more memorable and more 
“salvific” than many a Sunday homily!
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 In conclusion then, historically there have been two radically opposing 
reactions to this subject. Firstly: “the preaching of the nuns?” Quite simply: 
“They don’t”. Secondly, often heard these days: “the Preaching of the nuns? 
They are the preaching”. Both of these statements are simplistic, containing part 
of the truth but not the whole truth. We are all familiar with the situation where 
a person laments: “I am of no use to anybody”. And such persons are frequently 
comforted by the response, “Ah, it’s not what you do, it’s what you are.” This 
reply is often proffered to the older relatives in a family. But let’s face it: the 
nuns are the elder sisters of the friars. Having been founded in 1206 at Prouilhe, 
they were ten years old when the friars were born in 1216. Now that is quite an 
age gap in any family – something to be considered as significant! Those who 
have older sisters may like to ponder on their contribution to the well being of 
their younger brothers, independently of any specific actions on their part. This 
is simply part of the dynamic of family life, but must not be taken for granted. 
All members of all families have responsibilities towards the other members. 

 Finally, we can be pretty sure that our Holy Father Dominic was in 
contact, constant contact, with the first disciple of Christ - His Most Holy 
Mother, who pondered all the Divine mysteries in Her Immaculate Heart.  We 
cannot forget that She is the Queen of Preachers and Star of evangelization. 
Now, at the beginning of the 3rd millennium, we continue to live this same 
charism to the extent that we imitate Dominic as he imitated Christ.

Notes

 1 LCM para 14.

 

    Sis. Barbara Estelle Beaumont, OP is a Dominican cloistered nun and  
co-foundress of the S.H.O.P. Association (Sister Historians of the Order of Preachers) – a 
resource for the study of the history of Dominican women, based in Fanjeaux, France.

Lay Preaching in the 
City and in the World ... 

During a Pandemic
Ann M. Garrido, DMin

 Magandang gabi. Thank you so much for welcoming me to be with you 
today. The only thing that would make this better would be if we were able to 
be with each other face-to-face. I have wanted to travel to the Philippines since 
I was a teen. In fact, at the age of 18 during a Filipino culture festival in my 
home city of St. Louis, they were raffling off a trip to the Philippines and you 
needed to be there in person to win it.  I was so certain that I was going to win 
it that I dragged my whole family to the festival for the drawing. Needless to 
say, I was crushed when my name was not drawn, and—in my 18 year old sort 
of way—thought that it was the one and only chance I would ever have to go to 
the Philippines and I’d never have that opportunity again. Fr. Clarence proved 
me wrong when inviting me to be part of this gathering two years ago, but then 
– yes, Covid. What’s different in being 52 years old rather than being 18 years 
old is that I no longer think it is a sign that I shall never go to the Philippines. I 
just hear it as a “not yet” and live in constant hope that we will still meet each 
other face-to-face in an adventure that lies right around the corner.

 Which is perhaps a good way of getting into the topic of lay preaching. 
Like my aspirations for the travel to the Philippines, my aspirations for lay 
preaching in the Catholic tradition have involved a whole lot of dashed 
expectations that I’ve begun to understand simply as “not yet’s.” And, crazy as 
it may sound, I actually continue to have a whole lot of hope. 

 One of the things that I have come to value a great deal about the 
Dominican Preaching Network gatherings that I’ve been blessed to be a part of 
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these past couple years is their honesty. I see the global Dominican community 
as being very bold in attempting to hold the conversations that have been had. I 
know that these gatherings have become a safe space for Dominican preachers 
trying out new ideas/new frameworks which will continue to be discussed and 
refined long after the conference itself is over. What I would like to share today 
I hope stands in that tradition. It’s a perspective born of my own experience as a 
preacher that might be a bit of a “hot take” (as my young adult son would say), 
surely in need of further refinement. I’m trusting that this is the community that 
can help with that process.

 I would like to begin with a bit of my own vocational journey as a 
preacher so that you have a good sense of the context out of which my remarks 
emerge. I’ll then share my thinking about the term “lay preaching” at this 
moment in history. And then maybe close with a few words of encouragement 
for those who identify as “lay preachers” in the current church. So there will 
be three parts of my talk, which might make you think I belong more at a Jesuit 
preaching conference than a Dominican one, but I promise you I’ll mention 
Thomas along the way, so we are all good.

PART 1: MY OWN JOURNEY

 I am not quite sure where to begin the story of my own journey except 
to say that I am the oldest of eight children in a close-knit Catholic family, so 
finding my “voice” was never really an issue for me. First, because I was the 
oldest, and oldest children, I am told, tend to be good at bossing others around. 
But also just because there were eight of us and if you couldn’t insert your voice 
in a way that could get you heard, you might never get fed.   

 I should also say that I was raised in a parish following the Second Vatican 
Council that had four priests on staff at the time – a couple of whom were very 
fine preachers, and a couple of whom were not.  So from very early on, I got to 
see preaching done well and experience the impact good preaching can have 
on one’s spiritual growth.  “Sed contra” (there’s my Thomas reference in case 
you almost missed it), I also got to see preaching done poorly and had lots of 
opportunity to sit in the pew and ponder how I might try to communicate the 
same thing differently.  

 I do not know how I managed to first maneuver myself into pulpit space. 
But again these were the years following the Council, so I was lectoring at school 
Masses by 3rd grade and have a picture of myself standing in the pulpit in 8th 

grade leading a parish rosary. It always felt like a place where I belonged, and 
so it was not a stretch to imagine myself speaking from there, especially since 
I already was spending so much time re-writing Father’s homilies in my mind.  

 I was 21 years old when one of our parish priests asked me to give a 
talk on the multiplication of the loaves and fish as part of a Wednesday evening 
Lenten series, and at 22 (when the pastor went on vacation) another parish priest 
asked me to offer that same reflection at Sunday Mass when the reading came 
up in the lectionary.  It was a powerful experience for me, and I think also for 
the congregation.  It “hooked” me in some way.  A couple years later I was a 
teacher on the Pacific island of Guam (See!  So close to the Philippines – another 
near miss!), when a brochure arrived in the mail for the Summer Preaching 
Institute at Aquinas Institute. I was newly married, I guess 24 years old. My 
husband suggested I fly back to the States and attend.  How I got on the mailing 
list for a Dominican school graduate school of theology in the Midwest when I 
was living in Guam, I have no idea.  Moreover, why my husband thought this 
would be a good idea when the two of us were barely making ends meet, I also 
have no idea. These are the places in the story where I have to believe in such 
a thing as the strong arm of God. 

 But I don’t want to lose sight of the fact that it was made possible through 
the nimble hands of real human beings who saw little openings (like a Lenten 
series or a summer preaching institute), little possibilities (like the pastor going 
on vacation) and widened them for me.  

 Through the gift of scholarship dollars (again through the generosity of 
others), I was able to pursue a Masters of Divinity at Aquinas Institute which 
provided more opportunities to study and practice preaching. The gift of a job 
at Aquinas allowed me to go on for my Doctorate in Preaching there. And then 
in a strange twist of fate, for a short time I became the director of the doctoral 
program in preaching.  In addition to occasionally teaching preaching, I now do 
public speaking and writing full time, some in the business world but largely in 
the Christian world. Most of that experience has been “live”/in person, but in 
the past 18 months, much of it has been on Zoom, and then also in the form of 
podcasts and a bi-monthly blog. Last week I taped an hour with EWTN, which 
was a new and unexpected experience for me.

 I know that I’m breezing through the details here because I don’t want 
this talk to become about me.  Rather, again, I just want to give the context out 
of which I come to think about the topic of lay preaching “in the city and the 
world… during a time of pandemic.”
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PART 2: MY “HOT TAKE”: WHY I DON’T 
      THINK “LAY PREACHING” IS ALL 
                THAT GREAT OF AN IDEA

 And so here is my “hot take” (as my son would call it): I don’t really 
think “lay preaching” is all that great of an idea.  

 Bet you didn’t expect to hear that come from my mouth, did you?  So 
let me back up a few steps and clarify what I mean when I say this.  

 In casual conversations about Catholic preaching—the kind that take 
place at the grocery store or whatnot—there generally exists an assumption 
that the normal place where preaching happens is within the Mass, and that the 
people who normally do preaching are priests, and on occasion, deacons.  The 
ordained are the ones who preach.  And then sometimes by special dispensation, 
because a priest or deacon is not available, if we are really desperate, a lay 
person might be asked to speak.

 I want to first pause and reframe the contours of this conversation to be 
better aligned with Second Vatican II ecclesiology. The entirety of the People of 
God is to be preaching in the broadest sense at all times – in their lives, yes, of 
course, and where fitting, also in their daily speech.  As it says in 1st Peter 3:15: 
“Always be ready to give an explanation to anyone who asks you a reason for 
your hope.” In the ideal world, all of us who are baptized should be articulate 
enough about our faith that we could explain what animates us (at least at a 
basic level) to whoever asks.  (We are definitely not there yet; going to have to 
do a whole lot more catechetical work to help people feel comfortable doing 
that.)

 But then, among the baptized, there are going to be those with a particular 
charism for sharing Christian hope. What do I mean by that? A charism is a 
particular strength that God gives members of the Christian community for the 
sake of the building up of the community.  As a Daughter of Charity put it to 
me once, “All Christians are called to be hospitable, but when we say in our 
community that we have a charism for hospitality, it means that we have been 
gifted with a particular strength for hospitality that keeps us going when others 
would have reached their limits.”   

 When I am talking about a charism for preaching, I am referring to 
particular strength in the ability to articulate Christian hope in a way beyond what 
would be expected of all the baptized. A charism for preaching might show up 

in a variety of ways—perhaps the experience of finding “voice” at a very young 
age; perhaps a sense of comfort in the pulpit; natural gifts for communication 
and connecting with people. I think a charism for preaching is one of the many 
different charisms that God gifts the church with and it is important for the 
building up of the church. It allows us to be church more fully in the world.  

 Here is another point about charisms that I’d like to make, however:  God 
is the one who gives charisms, but the person who receives a charism needs to 
do their part in developing that charism so that it can be of ever greater service 
to the church. That could mean specialized training or mentorship, ongoing 
spiritual direction and life of prayer. Moreover, the church has a responsibility 
to order/organize charisms for the common good.

 Some charisms may not need a whole bunch of official ordering.  For 
example, the charism of hospitality, or a charism for caring for the sick, or feeding 
the hungry. If everyone were visiting elderly or everyone was providing meals, 
the world would only be a better place. But some charisms really do benefit from 
some discernment and organizing. Because you can’t have everyone leading a 
community, or everyone in the classroom trying to teach at the same time, or 
everyone trying to administer the parish finances. You would have chaos.  

 Preaching is one of those charisms which I think over the history of 
time in the church, we’ve seen benefits from development, training, and then 
some ordering. We could randomly choose almost any decade in church history 
and find evidence of our community life with one another being thrown into 
chaos by the preaching of those who perhaps never had a charism for it, or who 
had a charism but were not well-formed for the ministry (i.e. who interpreted 
scripture in skewed ways, who were psychologically abusive, who disconnected 
from a practice of prayer).  You could also probably in every decade of the 
church’s history find absences… holes in the story created when those who had 
the charism of preaching and prepared themselves well for that ministry were 
nevertheless unable to exercise the charism within the order of the church at 
that time and the church was less for it. You can see why problems on anyone 
of those three fronts are not good for the life of the church.

 So when I say that I don’t really think that “lay preaching” is a great 
idea, I mean that in two different ways:

1) If by “lay” you mean the dictionary definition of “lay” as amateur, 
inexperienced, not trained, not prepared, no special expertise… then 
I don’t think it is a very good idea. Preachers need to be people who 
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not just have some natural gifts but also a commitment to ongoing 
learning and formation in the ministry. (And that includes priests and 
deacons as well… because in that sense, many priests and deacons are 
actually also, sadly, “lay” – in essence, poorly prepared -- preachers.)

2) If by “lay” you mean not “ordered” / not organized in any way on 
behalf of the church… I think we also are asking for trouble. Too 
often in church life, we get stuck in the question, “Is this person 
ordained—in essence, under holy orders?” as the starting point for 
the conversation about who should be preaching, when perhaps the 
more important question is, “How shall we organize in a healthy and 
holy order the preaching ministry of the church so that it can really 
thrive? How can we organize / order those in whom we’ve identified 
a charism for preaching?”  

 The first frame starts with holy orders and hopes that some sort of charism 
for preaching might follow. The second frame starts with charism and asks what 
sort of ordering would be helpful so that those who preach in the name of the 
church are collaborating in a shared ministry. Are pulling in the same direction.

 That seems to me to be very important.

 And, I say that not because as a preacher who is not ordained I’m really 
hungry for more order in my life, but because I know that if I were a bishop, I 
would want to have a relationship with those who were speaking about matters 
of scripture and doctrine publicly in the name of the church no matter where 
that be—in Mass or in schools or in prisons or on the street corner, wherever.
  
 I think the rise of social media and most particularly the experience of 
the pandemic in the last 18 months has brought the questions I am framing here 
to a new level of intensity. At the start of Covid-19, Christians around the globe 
stopped “going to services” in person and many have never returned. Maybe 
they will. But a fair number began shopping for preachers online, and suddenly 
it was no longer just the ordained in their own tradition that they were listening 
to, but preachers in other congregations, and preachers who were not ordained for 
any congregation.  Some churches decided Eucharist was not really something 
that should / could be done online and there was a resurgence of Word services 
with many different people preaching. (I find it curious that Pope Francis named 
the first Word of God Sunday in January 2020 right before Covid stopped the 
world cold. Did he have some sort of premonition that we were about to meet 
God more in Word than in Sacrament in the weeks and months to come?)

 Furthermore, during this same season of time, we saw a rise (perhaps are 
still seeing a rise!) of tremendous theological animosity online. The kind of stuff 
that would rival Arius and Athanasius at the Council of Nicaea. Many people 
passing off their interpretation of the Catholic tradition as the interpretation 
of the Catholic tradition, and even the Pope is considered not-quite-Catholic 
enough.

 I would suggest the majority of preaching in the Christian tradition 
right now is not actually happening in person in churches on Sundays from the 
pulpit.  Rather the pandemic has accelerated a trend that was already well on 
its way—which is that the majority of preaching right now is actually being 
experienced online, and it is primarily being exercised by those who are not 
ordained, not really organized or ordered in any way, and often by those who 
have little theological or ministerial preparation for the task they’ve undertaken 
of communicating the faith in a public way. If we as a church choose to focus 
great amounts of energy on who can preach at Mass, we will miss the big picture 
in a big way. Our efforts will be like rearranging lawn chairs on the Titanic.

 So when I say that I don’t think lay preaching is a great idea, am I saying 
that those of us who are baptized but not ordained should stop preaching our 
faith?  No, not at all.  In so many situations, the Spirit of God compels us to 
do so. What I am saying is that, beyond the sense of a call to preach that many 
of us have experienced in our lives, we need to make sure that we are trying 
to develop our gifts to the best of our abilities. For no one should be regularly 
subjected to “lay” (as in unprepared, amateur) preaching. And moreover, the 
Church as a whole really needs to wrestle with the question: How do we discern 
the charism for preaching within the People of God? How do we nurture and 
help develop that charism wherever it is found? And how do we order it in a 
holy way it so that it can thrive – not for the sake of the people who’ve been 
given the charism, but for the sake of the building up of the church. Which is 
the reason why charisms are given in the first place.

 Sometimes people ask me, “Are you upset that you can’t preach more?” 
as if somehow my rights to preach were being denied by the church. And I always 
think to myself, “No, because I’m not the one who is being denied access to 
my own voice. Inside my head, I can hear myself preach perfectly well.” But I 
feel sad for the church because I think our mission in the world suffers when we 
don’t get good preaching, and we are less than who we could be as a community 
when those who have been given a charism to preach and are well prepared to 
do so are limited in the spaces where they can exercise that charism.
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 I’m not mad about it, and I’m certainly not crushed. I’m just disappointed 
because I think specifically the liturgical life of the Church suffers, and I really 
love and value the liturgy.  But, I just say to myself, “Not yet.” And I know 
because I’m 52 that “not yet” is not forever. I still think it is just beyond the 
bend, even if I don’t see it in my lifetime.  Because as we hear in Isaiah 55:10, 
God’s Word has a work to do in the world and “It shall not return to me empty, 
but shall do what pleases me, achieving the end for which I sent it.” If the Word 
does its work through me, that makes me happy.  If it happens through someone 
else, that’s fine, too. This is not about me; it’s about the Word finding a way. 

PART 3: WORDS OF ENCOURAGEMENT 
                 FOR LAY PREACHERS

 And so let me wrap up with a few words of encouragement for those of 
us in this gathering who preach out of our baptism and a sense of call to preach, 
but are not among those ordained in the Church with specific faculties to preach. 

 It is unlikely that our lot in life will be to determine who has access to 
pulpits within churches and who does not. And upon reaching the Pearly Gates 
of Heaven, others are going to be held accountable to what they did or did not 
do with that power to determine the ordering of such things.  That’s not really 
our problem.  

 What we will be held accountable to is what we did with the gifts that 
were given us. How did we develop to the best of our abilities our capacity to 
preach effectively and impactfully? Did we live lives immersed in scripture? 
Were we faithful to praying with the text? Did we study and take classes and 
practice and ask for feedback? Did we continue to try to grow in this ministry? 
Whenever a door was opened for us, did we say “yes”? Were we open to 
preaching the good news wherever and whenever a path appeared?  And whatever 
path appeared – whether in a church pulpit or online or on a blog – did we 
choose our words carefully and charitably?  Were we faithful to the text? That 
in the end is all that we really need to worry about.

 And so I put before you today a companion for the journey – a saint 
who at varying points in Dominican history has commanded great devotion, 
though she may still be unfamiliar to many: Thekla of Iconium.  Her story is 
found in the apocryphal text The Acts of Paul and Thekla and it didn’t make 
the canon (which will come as no surprise to you when you hear it) but she is 
nevertheless widely revered, especially in the Orthodox tradition and her feast 
is September 23 (So just in the past few weeks!) 

 Here is the general gist: Thekla was a young woman who heard St. Paul 
preach and wanted to convert her life over to Christ and join the preaching 
mission. She asked to be baptized and go with Paul. The problem was that she 
was engaged and her parents forbid it. Thekla’s fiancé brought Thekla to court 
for shaming him and she was ordered to be burned at the stake, but a sudden 
deluge of rain put out the fire and Thekla escaped.  She pursued Paul on the road 
to ask him to baptize her and allow her to come with him. He says “no.” She 
hears that as “not yet” and follows him to Antioch. There another young man 
falls in love with her and asks Paul for her hand in marriage—thinking he must 
be her guardian.  Paul denies knowing who she is and leaves her on her own. 
Thekla rebuffs the young man’s interests and she is once again condemned to 
death.  Wild beasts are let into the arena, but they refuse to eat her. And finally, 
Thekla has had enough.

 If no one is willing to baptize her, she is just going to have to baptize 
herself.  She spots a tank with man-eating seals in it and jumps into the tank.  
Thekla says, “I baptize myself in the name of Jesus Christ.” The seals all die 
immediately. (I promise you I am not making this stuff up.)

 One last time they try to tie Thekla up between bulls, but the cords turn 
to ash and the last line of the episode reads, “She was as one unbound.”  Thekla 
went off on her own as a preacher and healer.  Lived till the age of 90.

 Sometimes you can only do what you can do within the un-ordered 
systems you find yourself in. But even then, it turns out that it’s still quite a 
lot. And while officiating at your own baptism, also does not sound like a great 
idea, you do the best you can in the circumstance. In your charity; in your study; 
in your creativity; in your ingenuity; in your devotion to the Word of God, be 
as one unbound. Because every “no” is really a “not yet,” and there is always 
reason to hope that other adventures lie right around the bend.   
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