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I. Introduction

I am honored and pleased to be here at Ohio Dominican University, and I want to thank the Center for Dominican Studies and especially Sr. Catherine Colby OP for the invitation to take part in the University’s series on the “Dominican Life of the Mind”. The lectures in this series are meant generally to encourage reflection upon ideas and events that can shape our culture. The particular question that I wish to pursue in my own reflections here is this: what can the Dominican Order’s ideal of study, past and present, contribute to the culture of a university that understands itself in the service of not only personal advancement but also the advancement of the common good?

In recent centuries, many religious orders have founded universities, and each could point to an aspect of its own unique charism as a fitting heritage or legacy for these institutions: say, the Benedictines with their transmission of cultural memory, the Jesuits with their mediation of social conflicts, the Salesians with their vocational training for the poor, or the Christian Brothers and Ursulines with their passion to be educators. I want to examine how the Dominican Order’s ideal of study, past and present, is concentrated in the somewhat inaccessible word: “wisdom”.

It wouldn’t make a great t-shirt: “Wisdom: We do it at Ohio Dominican University”. Wisdom is not as catchy as, say, the advertisement of one computer giant, whose ads show a young urban professional next to the motto: “I have theory. What I need is action”. The recruitment office of the university is unlikely to modify this slogan to read: “I’ve had action, what I need is wisdom.” True, “wisdom” is not as vague as that other watchword which many universities under pressure from the accreditation companies have put into their mission statement: “excellence”. Even, or perhaps especially, the more mediocre institutions obediently claim as required that they are “dedicated to excellence”, as if they had forgotten all those Platonic dialogues that once forced us to say excellence-in-what: not excellent con-artists nor excellent weapon-smiths, but then excellence in what? Ironically, such parroted claims to be “dedicated to excellence” often betray a thorough mediocrity. “Wisdom” is less formal, it is more concrete than “excellence”. It is also less formal and more concrete than “veritas”, or truth, the cherished motto of the Dominican Order as a whole even prior to obtaining “official” status in the 19th century
. John Harvard must have seen this watchword in the emblems of the walls and windows of the former Dominican Blackfriars at Cambridge, which had been absorbed in 1583 into Emmanuel College, Cambridge
. Veritas soon became the watchword of John’s academy for preachers, and it would remain just that even after this initial foundation grew into Harvard University. And yet, even if more concrete than excellence or truth, wisdom, too, can mean many things, and so the question remains: what kind of wisdom could the Dominican legacy of this university offer to enrich the academic culture? 

Amidst all the emotional misgivings suggested by the insuitability of wisdom or “sapientia” as a popular codeword for the university t-shirt, we could articulate three central challenges:

1. Wisdom means too many things.

2. Even if you could narrow and define the meaning of wisdom, it could never be taught as are the arts and sciences; you cannot offer a major in wisdom.

3. Even for those who have gained some form of wisdom, there is nothing to be done with it once they have it; so it is a private matter, irrelevant to the common good. 

We will need to address all three of these concerns, if the Dominican heritage of wisdom is ever to contribute to university culture. But let me begin these reflections with an initial section, looking (I.) at the genesis and shape of the sapiential ideal of study in early Dominican history, before (II.) taking up the three concerns mentioned and using them to test the current articulation of the Dominican ideal of study.

II. The Place and Character of Study in the Early Dominican Order

Academic studies occupied a central place in the Order of Preachers from its very beginning, several generations before a definite ideal of wisdom began to interpret and shape them. To tell that story we must first recall St. Dominic, about whom many of you might already know a great deal. I ask for your patience. Despite contradictory claims made in the 14th century that tell us more about the course of the Order’s first completed century than about St. Dominic, Dominic was not a professor of theology at the papal curia or any other faculty
. And yet he was venerated from early years of the Order on as a “doctor veritatis”, who had “freely poured out waters of wisdom”
. Dominic was not someone for whom studies and books were a fetish. As a student, he had even sold his rare and expensive books to aid the victims of disease and drought
. Dominic discourses with skeptics of the Christian faith, at public gatherings and public taverns, but not as a professor at the university. And yet he came to see academic study as a necessary means to address directly a different kind of disease and hunger: the plague of disbelief, the hunger for genuine faith, both acute forms of suffering in his own day. Chosen in 1203 and again in 1206 as a socius for embassies of Diego, bishop of Osma in Spain, to Northern Europe, Dominic experienced the widespread inability of the people especially of Southern France and Northern Italy to believe fully in the Christian faith. Against the “Albigensian” heresy with its claim that our earthly history is largely cut off from the realm of a benign and providential God, there were bald counter-assertions of the truth of Christian truth, and soon there would also be military battles around it (and around the question of French unification), but there was little preaching or argumentative discourse by representatives of the Church willing to live a life as austere as the leaders of the heretical movements. 

To characterize different kinds of saints, one could argue that there is one genus or family of those saints who seem to begin with the love of God or Christ and then move to the love of creatures; St. Francis is an example of this family of sanctity. And there  is a second genus or family of saints, like Dominic, who move from the love of creatures to the love of God. Dominic was one of those many saints moved by the recognition of human misery to seek the mercy, the “misericordia”, of God. That is something he shares with all the saints of this second family. What sets him apart within this genus, the specific difference from most other saints of this kind, is this: the specific “misery” towards which Dominic’s own “misericordia” was directed was first and foremost the inability of so many in his age to believe aright. One remarkable sign of this is that nearly all of his prayers of which we have any report are prayers that seek God’s mercy: either directly for those weak in faith; or indirectly for them, namely for God’s grace on this new “Order of Preachers”, who could enter into fruitful discourse about the faith. 

Now this might sound far too specialized to be a model for the university. But the apostolic goal of proclamation and dialogue required study, the study of the faith and the study of cultures and philosophies. The new religious significance of study became clear only gradually as Dominic gathered an Order of Preachers and shaped the life, the apostolate, and the locations of his followers. Bishop Diego and his canon and socius Dominic had met the disheartened papal legates in southern France in 1206; just now, this spring, as we are commemorating the 800th anniversary of this meeting, there is a conference of historians in France trying to reconstruct the precise details and importance of these interchanges. What is clear is that, following his second trip as socius of Bishop Diego, Dominic stayed on in the Languedoc region between Toulouse and Montpellier even after the bishop had returned to Spain and died there at the end of 1207. Following the assassination in the first weeks of 1208 of one of the legates, Peter of Castelnau, open warefare broke out between the opposing parties. Prior to this, Diego and Dominic had been able to establish a monastery and safe-house for women who had converted from Albigensianism, and it was from here that Dominic was able to preach in the area as well as in the cities of Toulouse and Carcassone. Other Catholic preachers began to join him here. After over 8 years, during a lull in the hostilities in 1215, Dominic was finally able to move with his small band of preachers to Toulouse, where they founded a diocesan institute of religious life and preaching. Dominic joined with the others in his small foundation there in attending the academic lectures of Alexander Stavensby at the Cathedral Chapter school; it was an option for the academic model of the cathedral schools rather than for the more spiritual style of the monastery schools with their tradition of lectio divina
. In January of 1217 Pope Honorius issued a letter which Dominic would be able to present to the faculty and students of the University Paris, inviting them to found a papally approved studium at Toulouse as the seed of a new university there. Dominic’s initial idea for an answer to the contemporary crisis of faith was not only a new religious community, but a new university. Less than a month before, Honorius had given papal approval to what the pope himself now insisted be named “the Order of Preachers”, moving it beyond its initial limits as a diocesan institute. Dominic seems never to have presented the papal letter of invitation to the University community at Paris to bring them to a new foundation at Toulouse. Instead, he decided, several months after requesting this authorization, to do just the reverse and send the brethren from Toulouse to established universities
. In August of 1217, he decided against the advice of most of his advisors to disperse his young community, which had been eight years in the making and and had now existed less than two years after the first formal house was founded in Toulouse. Dominic sent seven members to the university of Paris, four to Spain, others to the university of Bologna, and some of the younger and simpler brothers to the non-university town of Orléans (only in 1235 would the pope grant to Orléans the status of a university). Dominic left only a minor presence of his foundation in Toulouse. The gamble paid off, however, not only because the following month saw hostilities resume at Toulouse with the Albigensian reoccupation of the city and the renewed seige upon it by the Catholic forces, but also because of the growing association of the Order with the university communities and the university ethos.

Arguably, the strongest testimony for St. Dominic’s sense of studies does not come from the universities, but from the interior life and the apostolic ministry of the priories themselves
. In what is perhaps his most obvious shift from monastic life, Dominic replaced the monastic emphasis on handwork with the multiple practices of academic study
. The superiors were told that they could dispense from common prayer and other regular observances, if on any occasion study or preaching demanded it. Dominic’s visitations would focus on study and preaching. Liberal provisions were made for the purchase and maintenance of books and libraries. No priory was to be founded that could not find along with a suitable prior also a “lector”, or teacher. The lector of each convent was expected not only to direct ad intra the intellectual studies of the brethren, but to arrange for regular public disputations ad extra. The initial popularity of the young Order, the reason why cities were eager to make their foundation possible, was in good part that the priories provided something analogous to a community college for theology, to which also the non-Dominican clergy and the laity had access. Admitting that this ideal of each priory as a publicly accessible school of theology had not always been realized, the general chapter of Valenciennes in 1259 passed legislation that called for the gradual closure of houses without an active lector
. For their part, the Dominican friars, including prior and lector, were obliged by this legislation to attend these very same disputations: no doubt, helping to insure a consistently higher level of quality
. As we now know much better after recent research by Michèle Mulchahey and others, an intricate network was created, linking prioral studia with provincial and general studia
. Numerous novel techniques were developed to encourage the brethren individually and communally to “semper studere”
: to study at all times, a task designed not just for the exceptional foundations but, in ways often forgotten today, for each priory and the common life of its members.

These structures of study had developed prior to any programmatic identification of wisdom as a goal expressive of their characteristically Dominican nature. The vocabulary of wisdom followed the practices of study. But especially after several sobering experiences of Dominicans’ attempting merely charismatic preaching or direct political control, the alternative, “sapiential” ideal of Dominican life increasingly came to be recognized as normative for the entire Order. In the year after brother John of Vicenza had proclaimed 1233 as the „Year of the Great Alleluia“  and allowed himself to be declared Duke of Verona, the General Chapter forbade the direct involvement of brothers in political offices and ordained that only brethren with adequate academic preparation should be allowed to preach
. 

While the provisions of the Constitutions for local and provincial study were meant in the first instance for the good of those localities, they also allowed the preparation of the best students to study in the general studia set up at the universities and often functioning as a part of them. The legislation from 1259 demanded

„...that provincials are to inquire diligently as to which of the young brethren are fit for study and capable of progressing in this quickly, and that they are to promote them in their studies;

that such an inquiry is also to be carried out each year by the visitators of each priory, and that they are to pass on the results to the provincial chapter;

that no brothers are to be sent away to the general houses of study in the Order unless they are especially willing and able to study (bene morigerati et apti ad proficiendum).“

It was only a matter of time until these structures produced university professors of theology. While it was not unheard of for non-Dominicans (e.g. the Franciscans Odo Rigaldi and Roger Bacon) to begin their commentaries on the Sentences with references to the wisdom sought in systematic theology, the Dominican professors of the period show a far more definite tendency in this direction. Wisdom as the Leitmotiv of these works, similar to our doctoral dissertations, was not exclusively Dominican, but it was characteristically Dominican
. It is represented by the works of Richard Fishacre, Albert the Great, Thomas Aquinas, Robert Kilwardby, Ulrich of Straßburg, Bombolognus de Bononia and Hannibaldus de Hannibaldis
. The identification of wisdom as the goal of theology separates all these Dominican theologians from the merely charismatic and directly political model of the Dominican mission discredited by John of Vicenza; they shared many convictions about what wisdom is not, but they did not agree to the same degree about what wisdom is, beyond its being aided by academic study. 

In his contribution to the Festschrift for Joseph Ratzinger’s 60th birthday, two volumes which were dedicated to the theme of wordly vis-à-vis divine wisdom
, Richard Schaeffler was able to show that alternative understandings of wisdom can be distinguished from one another according to how they relate wisdom to both the various academic disciplines or sciences and to piety. This parallels roughly the question as to the interrelatedness of the gifts of the Holy Spirit wisdom, knowledge and piety (sapientia, scientia and pietas).
 The form of wisdom characteristic of Franciscan theology at this time is marked by a close affinity between wisdom and piety, leading typically to the attempt to bind the various academic disciplines ever more closely to the faith, theology, or mystical union of the individual soul with God: De reductione artium ad theologiam
. Bonaventure shows himself here to be a genuine disciple of St. Francis, who tied wisdom to pious simplicity: „Ave, regina sapientia, Dominus te salvet cum tua sorore sancta pura simplicitate“
. For many Franciscan theologians, unlike Bonaventure, wisdom would be equated with and thus eclipsed by humility
. 

By contrast, the form of wisdom characteristic of Dominican theology during the same period tends to stress the abiding importance of the various disciplines for wisdom; and as such it becomes a hallmark of Dominican study. The stress dwells less upon the personal union with God implied by wisdom as upon its communicable implications. For the former tendency, the private metaphor of tasting (sapere) sweetness had been frequent; while, for this second conception, the social metaphors of shared water is common, as already in the antiphon for St. Dominic:  „...aquam sapientiae propinasti gratis“
. Ulrich of Straßburg returns to this metaphor to stress the continuous passing on of wisdom
. His contemporary and fellow-student, Thomas Aquinas, uses this water imagery at the beginning of his teaching career to define programmatically the work of the theologian: Rigans montes de superioribus suis
. These forms of wisdom are meant to have a wider impact on society.
After strong criticism both from inside the Dominican Order and outside it, the theology of Thomas Aquinas (†1274) slowly gained favor and even a favored status within the Order. And it was therefore Thomas’ notion of wisdom through which later Dominicans tended to understand their mission, especially but not exclusively their academic mission. Thomas distinguished but also interrelated three notions of wisdom:

1. philosophical wisdom; 

2. theological wisdom;

3. wisdom as a gift of the Holy Spirit.

Let us look briefly at these three levels of wisdom.

1. Thomas draws upon Aristotle’s notion of wisdom for his notion of philosophical wisdom. In this view, wisdom is what makes a interdisciplinary synthesis possible. Even in the trades, the architect can be called wise as compared to the masons, the carpenters, the painters etc. Knowing better the purpose of the whole, the architect can imagine better what is needed where and judge whether the specialists’ works fit into the whole; as the much cited phrase has it, “it is the office of the wise to order.”  And yet the architect cannot as architect do well the work of the mason, the carpenter, or the painters. There is need for a higher unitive perspective AND a need for specialization, a mix of a certain collaboration or solidarity among specialists and a subsidiarity that respects the work of each specialist. Philosophy, too, is called wisdom inasmuch as it can bring the individual arts and sciences into conversation with one another and synthesize a new and much needed whole. It does this by reaching the higher ground or perspective, having a less restricted methodology; and for this reason there is no major in wisdom: it what allows the specialized fields to enter conversation with one another. While respecting the work of the more specialized arts and sciences, philosophical wisdom can often judge whether or not the specialists’ work fits into the whole. For example: if psychiatry were to limit itself to chemical therapies, if sociology were to limit itself to economic analysis, if anthropology were to limit itself to the analysis of power structures, philosophy might offer critical insights into the more properly personal dimensions of human life. To use Schaeffler’s analysis, this Thomistic notion of wisdom is characterized by a high regard for the specialized arts and sciences.

2. At a second level, theological wisdom seeks to preserve this basis of philosophical wisdom and develop it, adding to its synthesis the voice and reflected experience of faith. Unlike philosophical wisdom, there is no form of genuinely theological wisdom which is purely theoretical. It is more comprehensive, and thus needs necessarily to be concerned about the private and the social implications of virtue and sin, of faith and disbelief, of church and society, and of the academic disciplies. It retains “a primacy of the speculative”, avoiding the revisionist models of history or theory often offered by purely pragmatic or functionalistic thinkers. It makes a place for theology amidst the other university disciplines and social voices, but at the same time it also overcomes the temptations to fideism and retains the respect for the pre-theological disciplines. Thomas Aquinas’ sense of theological wisdom and its conversation partners comes close to John Henry Newman’s 1854 essay on the Idea of the University, which demands both the specialization of the many academic disciplines and their conversation with one another, including their conversation with theology. 

3. Wisdom as a gift of the Spirit is prepared in Thomas’ view by the lower forms of wisdom, and it follows their pattern. While anyone so gifted is moved by

 the Holy Spirit beyond their own talents, these talents and virtues are typically drawn into the process. As flowing from charity, affectively and connaturally, “the spirit of wisdom” in this sense loves not only God but also loves what God loves, loves the benevolent plans of God for the created order and its history. Even less than theological wisdom could “the spirit of wisdom” be purely speculative or indifferent to the course of history, especially when that history is opposed to God’s antecedent and unconditional will for the world. In other words, such a gift is more passionate, it suffers together with those who suffer, it opposes most what is most opposed to God’s benevolent designs for the world: a principle of reaffirming God’s desired order by exercising a preferential option for the suffering
. In the spirit of subsidiarity, it respects the other disciplines mentioned. Wisdom of the Holy Spirit in this sense gives us a more acute sense of what is wrong and must be changed, it provides us with motivation to seek a better reality, but it does not of itself supply the answers. In the view of St. Thomas, wisdom of this kind can help us to identify false answers that would increase rather than alleviate suffering, but it cannot replace the need for conversation with the academic disciplines, technological know-how and political reason. It is not an excuse for the “fundamentalisms” of political self-righteousness on the right (the doctrinaire) or the left (the “Gutmensch”), which assumes in either variation that it can largely dispense with detailed expertise and experienced prudence; rather, this kind of wisdom seeks the support of subsidiary disciplines.

III. The Place and Character of Study in the Dominican Order of Today 

These suggestions found in the example of St. Dominic and his early followers, including the reflections of Thomas Aquinas on the interrelated forms of wisdom and their ties to charity and mercy, have not gone unnoticed by the Dominican Order today. For the sake of brevity, I want to refer here only to the document on “the intellectual life” drafted by the General Chapter at Providence in 2001 and recalled by the Chapter of Krakow in 2005
. It is the arguably the most official statement of the present Dominican self-understanding on the matter, and the text to a large degree speaks for itself; after the historical section above, we can now cite it here at length. The title of the document is programmatic: “Misericordia Veritatis”, something that the text also names “intellectual compassion”. 

This text begins its reflections on “The Call to the Intellectual life of the Order Today” by recalling the example and foundational work of St. Dominic and the ideal of study in the early years of the Order of Preachers, including the reconfiguration of this central practice and work of the Order by St. Thomas’ reflections on wisdom and mercy. While stressing the apostolic and compassionate goal of study, the text also seeks to avoid a short-sighted pragmatism. Genuine knowledge of God and of humankind condition and fulfill each other.

(104) Thanks to St Dominic’s innovative spirit, study ordered to the

salvation of souls was involved intimately in the purpose and regular life of

the Order. St Dominic himself led the brethren to places of learning in the

largest cities so that they might prepare for their mission. “Our study must

aim principally, ardently, and with the greatest care at what can be useful

for the souls of our neighbors” (LCO 77,1). From then on, study would be

linked essentially to the apostolic mission of the Order and to preaching the

Word of God.

(107) Our constitutions point out the contemplative dimension of study

by calling it a meditation on the multiform wisdom of God. To dedicate

oneself to study is to answer a call to “cultivate the human pursuit of truth”

(LCO 77,2). One could say that our Order is born of this love for truth and

of this conviction that men and women are capable of knowing the truth.

From the start, the brethren were inspired by the innovative audacity of St.

Dominic who encouraged them to be useful to souls through intellectual

compassion, by sharing with them the misericordia veritatis, the mercy of

truth. Jordan of Saxony states that Dominic had the ability to pierce

through to the hidden core of the many difficult questions of their day

“thanks to a humble intelligence of the heart” (humili cordis intelligentia:

Libellus, No. 7, MOPH XVI, Roma 1935, pg. 29).

(106) It is into a studious and concerned wisdom of this sort that Thomas

Aquinas inscribes the Dominican vocation – contemplari et contemplata

aliis tradere (cf. STh II-II 188, 6 as well as STh I 1, 4; II-II 45, 3 co).

Wisdom of this kind tells us not only of what is eternal, but also of the

“...regulae contingentium, quae humanis actibus subsunt“ (STh II-II 45, 3

ad 2; vgl. 19, 7). “It belongs to the gift of wisdom not only to meditate on

God but also to direct human actions. Such direction is concerned first and

foremost with the elimination of evils, which contradict wisdom. That is

why fear is called the beginning of wisdom, because fear moves us to

move away from evils. Ultimately, it has to do with the aim of how
everything might be led back to the order justly due it: something which

belongs to the idea of peace” (STh II-II 45, 6 ad 3). Sapiential study thus

unfolds itself necessarily as intellectual compassion: a form of compassion

which presupposes insight (intellectus) gained or developed by study; and

a form of insight which leads to compassion. “For even as it is better to

enlighten than merely to shine, so is it better to give to others the fruits of

one's contemplation than merely to contemplate” (STh II-II 188, 6 co.).

Thus, even though God's mercy and compassion are made available to the

world in a multitude of ways, through the Dominican charism it is

available through study and the consolation of truth.

(105) Within the Order, study should not be considered in a pragmatic

way, as if it were only an apprenticeship for a trade. Rather, study belongs

to the contemplative dimension of our Dominican life, a vital part of its

cognitive aspect. And yet, while drawn first toward contemplating God and

God’s works, theological wisdom comes to share with the Spirit’s gift of

wisdom the love of God and of God’s works, a holy joy in the contemplation 

of their fullness as well as a holy sorrow at any wounding of

their being.

(113) The manifold crisis about human dignity is also a crisis about God.

It belongs to Dominican study to grasp the link between the two, tracing

where our loss of God leads ultimately to our loss of human dignity and

finding both with each other again. For this reason it is as impossible for

Dominican study to neglect the fundamental questions of God, salvific

history or the ultimate truths of creation as it is to neglect the questions of

the peace, justice, and stewardship to which the Gospel leads us.

(108) Study is thus linked with that misericordia which moves us to

proclaim the Gospel of God's love for the world and the dignity which

results from such love. Our study helps us to perceive human crises, needs,

longings, and sufferings as our own (cf. Thomas Aquinas, STh, II-II 30, 2 co: “...Quia autem

tristitia seu dolor est de proprio malo, intantum aliquis de miseria aliena tristatur aut 

inquantum miseriam alienam apprehendit ut suam”).
The document not only refers to the connection of wisdom and mercy in general and in the early days of the Order, it also describes something of the situation of today in which the search for sapiential study is especially urgent. The call of Vatican II for us to share in the joys and hopes, but also in the tears and fears of our day takes on a new significance in the postmodern age, where the anxiety is deep and widespread that we human beings have significant access neither to truth nor to freedom nor to hope. Even the modern convictions of universal human rights are placed in question by the postmodern fragmentation into cultural relativity. 

 (109) The intellectual mission of the Order calls us to share not just the

“gaudium et spes”, but also the “luctus et angor” of our time, its tears and

fears: “The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the people of

this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these are

the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ.

Indeed, nothing genuinely human fails to raise an echo in their hearts. For

theirs is a community composed of just such people...” (Gaudium et spes 1).

(110) The historical developments of recent times have been ambivalent.

On the one hand, human rights have been declared more clearly than ever

before, and technical and medical advances have done much to reduce

useless toil and physical suffering. But by their many theoretical

reductionisms and many of their political and social developments,

especially those depriving whole categories of people of their human

rights, the last two centuries have also intensified the self-doubt which was

never far from human life, leaving a heritage which characterizes the

beginning of our present century as well. No less urgently than St.

Augustine, each person in our time can say, “Quaestio mihi factus sum”

(Confessiones X 33).

(111) This questioning of human value is an intrinsic part of today's most

pressing quaestiones disputata. The self-doubt about human dignity colors

the three ancient questions which since Kant have been said to constitute

together the encompassing question, What is a human being? These three

questions, What can I know? What should I do? What may I hope for?

raising interrelated doubts about the capacity of human beings for truth, for

freedom, and for eternal life, call for the intellectual compassion acquired

in good part by the labor of study. Assiduous study of today's quaestiones

disputatae should lead us to understand the pressures to doubt, without

submitting to the despair about human dignity: “Credidi, etiam cum

locutus sum, ego humiliatus sum nimis; ego dixi in trepidatione mea:

omnis homo mendax” (Psalm 116/115, 10-11).

(112) Feeling the trepidation of our times, especially about our capacity

for truth, and seeing the manifold humiliation of human life as our own,

and yet bringing to the world the confidence of the Gospel together with its

concomitant demand for justice and peace, Dominican study is to be

marked by both a habit of humility and a confidence in the “paracletic”

mission of the church, defending the dignity proclaimed in creation and

redemption and helping to make faith believable in our day. In this way

Dominican study can and must serve the misericordia veritatis.

The text of the Chapter recalls the need of this wisdom to listen to sources outside our own culture and times; it calls for dialogue and memory, for conversation with “the Other” than ourselves, others both contemporary and historical:

 (114) Dominicans share with others the lot of our times. Consequently,

Dominican study is marked by dialogue and cooperation in the pursuit of

truth. In order to defend the dignity of creation in our own times and in our

future, Dominican study seeks to be “anamnetic” (recollective), recalling the

sufferings and injustices of the past along with the riches and achievements

of those who have gone before us.

(115) Our confidence to take part in the quaestiones disputatae of our day

must derive from our confidence that we are the heirs to an intellectual

tradition which is not to be preserved in some intellectual deep-freeze. It is

alive and has an important contribution to make today. It rests upon

fundamental philosophical and theological intuitions: an understanding of

morality in terms of the virtues and growth in the virtues; the goodness of

all creation; a confidence in reason and the role of debate; happiness in the

vision of God as our destiny; and a humility in the face of the mystery of

God which draws us beyond ideology.

(116) This is a tradition of immense importance in a world that is often

tempted by an intellectual pessimism, a lack of confidence that the truth

can be attained, or by brutal fundamentalism. It is founded on the

confidence that we have a propensio ad veritatem (LCO 77,2). It is of

immense importance in the Church, which is often divided by ideological

divisions with theologians sniping at one another from opposing trenches,

and in which there is often a fear of real intellectual engagement with those

who think differently.

(117) Like the misericordia that it cultivates, Dominican study is a

permanent way of life, nourished by contemplative and communal

resources. Aiming at the perception and alleviation of human need,

Dominican study must value especially the resources offered by

philosophy together with its neighboring human, social, and natural

sciences. The future of our philosophic tradition belongs to the most urgent

questions facing the intellectual mission of the Order.

The Chapter sought to retrieve a key aspect of the Thomistic notion of wisdom: its relation to other disciplines which preserve their relative autonomy. Their principles and implications can be reviewed but not redesigned by wisdom, which therefore seeks to foster conversations among the various disciplines of philosophy, the arts and the sciences. Wisdom of this kind also seeks to foster the search for truth in processes of dialogue among cultures, epochs, and religions.

(118) Brothers in many parts of the world feel that, even though

philosophy seems more important than it has been in the past, there are

also growing doubts that we are providing the right kind of philosophical

formation for our brothers. We have tended to see it as a rather tiresome

passage toward theology, as a place to acquire a vocabulary we will later

use in theology. By situating truth in the fact and possibility of human

experience, philosophy helps to uncover the root of a truth and to let us

know how what has been claimed is true (“rationibus…investigantibus

veritatis radicem et facientibus scire quomodo sit verum quod dicitur”:

Thomas Aquinas, Quaestiones quodlibetales IV, art. XVIII). 

(119) Philosophy must be understood in the context of its neighboring

social, natural, and human disciplines that give us insight into the human

condition and our place in the cosmos. As Dominicans we have a special

responsibility to the heritage of St. Thomas that we have received, but if we

take seriously the radicality of the Gospel, our preaching must likewise be

attentive to new knowledge and new ways of understanding the world

around us. Because God reveals his plan to us in a multitude of ways, we

must maintain the delicate unity-in-tension between faith and reason:

“Deprived of what revelation offers, reason has taken side-tracks which

expose it to the danger of losing sight of its final goal. Deprived of reason,

faith has stressed feeling and experience, and so runs the risk of no longer

being a universal proposition. It is an illusion to think that faith, tied to

weak reasoning, might be more penetrating; on the contrary, faith then runs

the risk of withering into myth or superstition. By the same token, reason

which is unrelated to an adult faith is not prompted to turn its gaze to the

newness and radicality of being” (Fides et Ratio, 48).

(120) This means that every province, vice-province and vicariate of the

Order must evaluate its philosophical curriculum regularly to assure that

the philosophical formation which our brothers receive prepares them for

the challenges of their day.

 (121) The goal of the Order is not to create intellectuals but to form

preachers who can proclaim the Gospel on multiple frontiers of the modern

world. These include the frontier of poverty resulting from economic

globalization; the frontier of personhood and human dignity in the field of
bioethics; the frontier of Christian experience faced with religious

pluralism; and the frontier of religious experience faced with atheism,

materialist indifference and new forms of idolatry.

(122) Since its earliest days, the Order has promoted fearlessly a

spirituality of dialogue. In today’s pluralistic world, the challenges of

dialogue have never been greater. Today our world calls us, first, to

persevere in the conversion of churches toward the unity of the Church of

Christ. This demands, first of all, the examination of conscience and the

purification of memories. Second, it calls us to learn that a universal truth

can enter into the particularity of culture and history. Third, it calls us to

study and preach the kenosis of God, who came down into the flesh of the

world and the limits of our language and culture.

(123) In this dialogue we must take care not to lose “passion for ultimate

truth and our ardor for research.” This will require that we develop a new

theology of mission and evangelization as we face a crisis of meaning, a

plurality of theories with which we may not agree, and even indifference.

True dialogue involves deepening our own identity and allowing ourselves

to be truly vulnerable so that we can listen to others and hear their pain.

(124) What kind of men and women do we need for this new work?

Today’s preacher-theologians will be reasonable and well informed about

the various disciplines, without being specialists in all of them. They will

need to be wise men and women who can orient others and themselves

toward their final destiny. They will not be afraid of reaching the limits of

reason and will be open to the “foolish wisdom” of the cross. “The wisdom

of the Cross…breaks free of all cultural limitations which seek to contain it

and insists upon an openness to the universality of the truth which it bears”

(Fides et Ratio, 23). Precisely where modern science gives us cloudy

complexity, Dominicans will be men and women not of easy answers but

of difficult questions, inspired by the passion for truth.

IV. Conclusion

So, what does all of this mean? Should ODU get the Wisdom t-shirt after all? Something like “Wisdom: our heritage and our service”. But then “Wisdom” on the front of the shirt would need an asterix referencing a long explanation on the back; and, while admittedly some of us might have more room on our t-shirts than others, there is probably just too much explaining to do in the space allowed. The central question identified at the beginning of these reflections was: what can the Dominican Order’s ideal of study, past and present, contribute to the culture of a university that understands itself in the service of not only personal advancement but also the advancement of the common good? The challenges to the suggestion that this contribution could be found in the Dominican ideal of wisdom have been met. 

1. Wisdom can indeed mean many things, but the sapiential sense of study reached in the first fifty years after the beginning of the Order of Preachers displays a high level of specificity that characterizes the kind of study that should mark the work of the university today. 

2. That gift of the Holy Spirit which we call wisdom is the fulness and capstone of what we can aspire to by way of wisdom, and it is admittedy beyond the virtues that can be acquired by academic reason and discipline. As such, it cannot be never be taught or laid claim to as are the arts and sciences; and yet it flourishes especially well in their context, and it calls for them as what it needs to carry out its own purpose. Together with the interdisciplinary dynamic of philosophical and theological wisdom, this spiritus sapientiae fosters a flourishing academy: it furthers the disciplines, their conversation with one another, and their discursive dialogue with the non-academic and non-Christian worlds.

3. Wisdom of this kind also seeks an application of knowledge to praxis and to the common good. It narrows the gap between theory and praxis, it fosters critical and self-critical reflection upon the impact of arts and sciences upon the cultural and natural geographies affected by them.

In the context of the political action that is included in the ultimate goals of such wisdom, the conversation among theologians, philosophers and experts from, say, technological, medical, juridical, and economic fields is one that both demands (solidarity) and protects (subsidiarity) the competence of each. Involving the Order and the wider Church in shaping society, it is a conversation that will also demand and protect the involvement of laity and clergy. The university is meant as one of the preeminent places where those conversations should be prepared and cultivated. In this ideal of wisdom, the university has the task of cultivating a “Life of the Mind” that does not stay in the mind, much less in one mind, but involves the body, the society, societies and their many voices along with many more generations before and after the one presently living. In J.H. Newman’s view, this conversation among academic disciplines, including theology, if that conversation is sufficiently wide and deep and far-reaching, is what makes any university a university. This is the ideal of wisdom that can guide ODU in embracing its legacy, contributing to our world,  and continuing to grow as a, well, yes, excellent university.
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