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To our Dominican sisters and brothers everywhere





Foreword



To write about ‘Dominican Approaches in Education’ one immediately thinks about ‘Dominican preaching’ because the fundamental emphases in Dominican preaching will always be present when a Dominican teaches. It seems good, therefore, in a foreword of this nature, to restate some of these emphases as they have been elaborated by recent General Chapters of the Order.


Some features have characterised the Dominican mission of preaching and teaching from the beginning. The mission of the Order was and must continue to be a mission beyond the frontiers.1 This is a mission situated on les lignes de fracture, so well described by our martyred brother, Pierre Claverie, Bishop of Oran, as the ‘lines of brokenness’ which go across our globalised world so often marked by injustice and the violence of racial, social and religious conflicts.2 The implication from these two basic principles is that what is ‘demanded of a Dominican community is the attitude and practice of itinerancy and mobility, the continuous displacement towards the new frontiers to which the priorities of our mission guide us’.3


The General Chapter of Avila in 1986 described five of these frontier areas. What is worth noting is the attention paid to the existing reality—a reality that, in its need, calls out to us preachers to go out to where the need is. Avila names these: the frontier between life and death (the challenge of justice and peace); the frontier between humanity and inhumanity (the challenge of the marginalised); the Christian frontier (the challenge of the universal religions); the frontier of religious experience (the challenge of secular ideologies); the frontier of the Church (the challenge of a plurality of confessions and new movements).


An important lesson from the origins of Dominican history has been the capacity of the Order to establish a dialogue between Christ’s message and both classical and emerging cultures. Some examples are: St Dominic, who incorporated study in his foundational project; St Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth century; the Dominican theologians and professors of the sixteenth century, especially those of Salamanca; and the Dominican theologians at Vatican II, many of whom prepared the way for the council. Theology has been creative and prophetic in the Dominican Family insofar as it has allowed itself to be clarified by cultural coordinates. It has been life-giving in the measure that it has taken as its point of departure the pressing quaestiones disputatae of each time.4


The highest priority for us Dominicans is preaching, in all its forms, for we ‘have dedicated ourselves entirely to the complete evangelisation of the Word of God’, as Pope Honorius III declared in the Bull of Approbation of the Order in 1221.5 But preachers and teachers must first listen to the ‘disputed questions’ of the day, lest they fall into the trap of supplying answers to questions that do not exist. This the Order had done by isolating four priorities that correspond to the frontier areas where we become who we are to be—people who take their identity from others, all those others for whom we are called to be ‘useful’.


These priorities are:


1. Catechesis in a de-Christianised world, a world indifferent or hostile to the visible community of believers;


2. Evangelisation in the context of diverse cultures, for the Order is called to help give birth to a new way of being Christian in different cultures;


3. Justice and peace, by being based on social analysis, biblical and theological sources, and by support for brothers and sisters who work in favour of human dignity, often at the risk of their lives; and


4. Human communication through the mass media, in which all are actors, and where we are called to be communicators with conviction, vision and freedom.6


For me, one of the most beautiful statements on our vocation is found in the Acts of the General Chapter of Providence, where study is seen as belonging to the contemplative dimension of our life:




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.7





Following St Thomas, wisdom of this kind tells us not only of what is eternal, but also of the regulae contingentium, quae humanis actibus subsunt:




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.8





The document, which is a prologue to the section on the intellectual life of the Order, describes this sapiential study as intellectual compassion, a form of insight gained or developed by study, which leads to compassion.9


To study and to teach is to answer the call to ‘cultivate the human pursuit of truth’.10 Our Order is born of this love for truth and of the conviction that men and women are capable of knowing the truth. ‘From the start’, says Providence:




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.11





My prayer is that this book, the fruit of the reflection and witness of many brothers and sisters from all over the world, will encourage those already ‘cultivating the human pursuit of truth,’ to continue to do so, and for those embarking on a life of study and teaching, to do so like St Dominic, humbly and compassionately, in order to be ‘useful’ to others.


 


Carlos A Azpiroz Costa, OP


Master of the Order


April 2007
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Foreword



Over these past nine years as Coordinator of Dominican Sisters International (DSI), I have been privileged to witness different approaches to Dominican education in a wide variety of settings around the world. I visited Dominican schools and/or faculties of diverse kinds—university settings, secondary and elementary schools, kindergartens and nurseries—from Vietnam to the Philippines, from Uruguay to Guatemala, from Texas to Canada, from Ireland to Hungary and Malta and from South Africa to Cameroon. I also visited ‘comunidades de base’ in Peru and Bolivia, parenting courses in the bush in Zimbabwe, literacy centres in the USA and Europe, and vocational training sites in Palestine.


Obviously everything that I saw was not equally impressive but certainly I witnessed some values that stand out as I reflect on this vast panorama of Dominican approaches and write this foreword.


Resourcefulness


Some amazing things are happening all over our Dominican world, many times in the face of overwhelming odds, such as, limited resources, personnel with dated equipment and facilities, abject poverty and at times, war and violence. These challenges, however, do not deter our Dominican sisters and brothers from enabling ‘students’ of all kinds to search for the truth. A container used for shipping large quantities serves, once it is emptied, as a classroom in Zimbabwe to keep away the rain and sun. A group of women, who are HIV infected, gather around a tiny table in South Africa, to stitch and sew by hand, as a way of supporting each other and their children.


What was most inspiring for me was that many Dominican educators were especially resourceful in relying on the gifts and insights of their ‘students’. Though these teachers are often ‘better’ educated, they try not to impose their own ideas or solutions on their listeners. They aim to empower people, to legitimise their actions and thoughts, and to encourage them to stand up for their rights. This requires a great deal of resourcefulness because these teachers have to be ready to hold back and yet to remain there, watching and listening for the best ways their ‘students’ can discover the truth for themselves. These educators have learned how to be comfortable with not knowing all the answers but trusting that the answers will be discovered with the people when the time and place are ripe. Having everything that is needed diminishes one’s ability to be resourceful for as the saying goes: Necessity is the mother of invention! I have seen this kind of resourcefulness over and over again in our Dominican educational ministries around the world.


Care and solidarity


Care for those most in need also characterises those Dominican educational projects that have impressed me the most. For Dominic, study was useless if it did not benefit the poor. His example of selling his precious books to provide food for the hungry is not lost on our sisters and brothers. A group of poor women in Rwanda, engaged in women’s rights study, decided to build a house from mud to help one who was homeless. Exchange programs between South Africa and Australia, USA and Peru, dot the canvases of secondary and university campuses. After Hurricane Katrina in the United States, the Dominican sisters in Houston, Texas opened their arms and their schools to receive needy students from New Orleans. And this list could continue.


This kind of care is solidarity, which is that habit of the heart that binds us emotionally and practically to our suffering sisters and brothers around the world, relatives and neighbours whom we have not yet met. The definition of our neighbour has changed radically with globalisation, and technology can and should give each of us many more neighbours. It is no longer only the person across the corridor or the lawn or the street but also the person across the country, across our Internet screen and across our planet. This care does not necessarily mean that we are all to go to Africa or Latin America but it does mean that we allow the suffering people there and elsewhere to inhabit our minds and hearts and impact our ways of living and consuming.


Among us, as Dominicans, there is an impressive consciousness of our struggling sisters and brothers in such war torn countries as Iraq and Palestine. One of my most powerful experiences of solidarity was with the Palestinian Christian cooperatives that make rosaries for our Dominican Family project, ‘Say We Care and Pray for Peace’. This project started when we heard the cry of a Palestinian Christian: ‘Where are the other two billion Christians? Don’t they care what is happening to us?’ By circulating over 300,000 rosaries that this cooperative makes to many educational institutions around the world, we are telling the suffering people of Bethlehem and Jerusalem the same message that Jesus did to the people of his time—that ‘We Care’.


Imagination shared in common


Imagination shared in common is another impressive characteristic in our educational endeavours. No wonder because in the Dominican tradition, our great teachers were real students of the ‘Book of Life’, who never acted alone and who imagined new ways of thinking and acting. Think of Catherine of Siena and her growth in theological understanding through conversations with Raymond of Capua, Thomas Caffarini and the Mantellate women. Recall Thomas Aquinas and his ability to draw his hearers into theological discussion and debate and to engage his brothers as translators. Remember Montesinos who reflected together with the community about the real suffering around them while preparing a Sunday sermon that is still reverberating around the world and opening up new possibilities for humanity. Without the close interaction with others, none of them could have created what they did on their own. As Albert the Great wrote, ‘Dominican community provides companions for teaching and for being taught’. Presently, there are still Dominicans who have discovered, along with others, ways to imagine a better future, to go beyond the present moment and envision change, in such places as Northern Ireland, Rwanda, East Timor and El Salvador. With imagination shared in common, these foremothers and forefathers refused to stay within the limits of the here and now and moved beyond their horizons.


Many Dominicans that I have met continue to keep dreaming together day in and day out, no matter how old they are, no matter how infirm they are, no matter how practical they are. They do not let their need to accomplish tasks or to be in control interfere with God’s desire to pour out new insights and possibilities. They give God’s future a chance to emerge. This dreaming together enables them to let go of the fear of exclusion, of being cast out, of stepping outside of the pack. Like the midwives in Exodus, Dominicans do not let themselves be overwhelmed by the all-powerful pharaoh but remain focussed on inventing ways to save lives. With this kind of imagination shared in common, another world is possible.


These three human values of resourcefulness, solidarity and imagination shared in common characterise different approaches to education around the Dominican world. In this present book, we have much evidence of these values. The two Australian Dominicans, Gabrielle Kelly and Kevin Saunders, were ingenious and resourceful in connecting with thirty-seven Dominican sisters and brothers—nuns, friars, lay and sisters—from such far away places as Peru, South Africa and Ireland around a common theme. The titles of some articles capture that dimension of solidarity and care: ‘Evangelising through Education in the World of the Poor’, ‘Grace Outpoured: The Transformative Power of Art’ (working with AIDS victims), and ‘Standing up for the Vulnerable: Education to Prevent Trafficking and the Healing of Victims’, to name a few. And the contents of this book will capture the imagination of all of those who believe that another world is possible and that Dominicans who have been involved in different approaches to Dominican education in a wide variety of settings around the world are participating in the coming of this better world. This book shows us how to make ‘intelligent use of our liberty’ to be resourceful in building bridges, imaginative in creating dialogue and caring with and for those in need.


Margaret Ormond, OP


Rome


May 18, 2007





Introduction to the Second Edition



In the several years since its first edition in 2007, this international collection of articles on a variety of approaches in Dominican education has continued to generate considerable interest from a number of sources. As well as the English language edition, both Chinese and Indonesian translations have been published (2008 and 2009 respectively), and a Portuguese edition of selected sections of the book is in progress for Brazil. When continuing interest in the book prompted Hilary Regan, publisher, ATF Press, to suggest a second edition with some new chapters, the editors were happy to take up again the challenges implicit in our Afterword to the first edition.


For it was there we reflected on areas of Dominican scholarship and teaching which we did not succeed in covering as well as we had hoped. This was less in the more theoretical Section One on theological sources and principles behind Dominican educational values than it was in Section Two, the vast area of Dominican contributions to education throughout the world and across the centuries. Having said that, the editors are pleased to include in Section One the contribution of Bishop Anthony Fisher, OP who explores the nature of the Dominican mode of government, often said to have contributed to the democratic constitutions of countries founded since the eighteenth century.


The editors also lamented in the original Afterword that in Section Two we had not succeeded in obtaining accounts of the history and work of two of the Order’s most prestigious institutions, the Ecole Biblique in Jerusalem and the Dominican Institute for Oriental Studies (IDEO) in Cairo. For the second edition we are pleased to have chapters on both these institutions, and by two of their most distinguished scholars. Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, OP, in one of the last pieces he wrote before his recent death, has written on the great variety of archeological and exegetical studies undertaken at the Ecole Biblique over its history, and the Director of IDEO, Jean Jacques Pérennès, OP, has written on the academic and interfaith work of the Institute in its promotion of Christian-Muslim dialogue.


We are pleased also to have a twenty-first century follow-up to the work of Bartolome de Las Casas described in first edition articles. Invoking the precedent established by the sixteenth century human rights work of Antonio de Montesinos, Las Casas and those in the Theological School of Salamanca, Carlos Linera, OP describes the Order’s new efforts to implement this characteristic Dominican partnership between scholarly theological analysis and action for justice in various parts of Asia, South America and Africa.


The editors were concerned, too, that Dominican contributions to education in certain parts of the world should be better represented in the second edition. In this we have succeeded, particularly with the Asian sub-Continent, with two articles from India. In the first, against the background of the age-old Indian cultural heritage with its all-important emphasis on the priority of experiential consciousness over book knowledge, Lilly Chalakkal, OP outlines the education and development work of the Dominican Sisters of the Presentation. The second article, by Reetha Mechery, OP and Prakash Lohale, OP, reflects on challenges to Dominican preaching and teaching in the culture of modern India. Also from the sub-Continent, James Channan, OP and Josephine Michael, OP write vividly of the demanding context in which the work of Dominican Friars and the various Congregations of Dominican Sisters is carried out in the Islamic society of Pakistan.


Joan Franks, OP addresses the challenges of teaching philosophy in the very different societies and cultures of North America and east Africa. In her refreshing approach to this topic, Joan virtually illustrates a form of teaching, a methodology and a care of students which could not but facilitate learners towards the intelligent use of liberty.


All of these articles—from the Middle East, from Rome, from both parts of the sub-Continent and from east Africa/North America - give the second edition of the book a considerably broader geographic spread.


Finally, as befits a book on Dominican education produced in this country, the editors are pleased to include a further three Australian chapters. Two of these describe approaches to maintaining and living out the Dominican charism in schools of the Dominican tradition under lay leadership: San Sisto, a girls’ school in Brisbane, and Blackfriars, a boys’ school in Adelaide. Both Margaret Lee and David Ruggiero, widely experienced educators, are highly committed to Dominican education and to communicating the Dominican approach to the next generation. In the third Australian chapter, describing the early challenges faced by Dominican Sisters in Western Australia, Margaret Scharf, OP shows how successive ‘present times’ are built on foundations from the past. Her account of the adaptations that were necessary in work and life in remote gold mining towns and farming areas in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries illustrates how traditions can and must change in response to new times and new situations. With the inclusion of this article in the second edition, the Dominican teaching charism is shown in action in all the states of mainland Australia.


At the end of the first edition, the editors expressed the hope that the contributions contained therein would whet the appetite of readers for further accounts of Dominican contributions to the broad work of education. We trust that we have been able to fill some of the lacunae in the first edition through the new chapters outlined above. At the same time, we certainly do not claim that this volume covers every aspect of the Dominican teaching and preaching charism and its practical implementation around the world. We are very much aware of the vast untouched areas, in languages and cultures beyond our scope.


Again, we thank all those who assisted in any way with the first edition, and we acknowledge the further valued assistance in this second edition of Ann Burr OP, Margaret Kennedy OP and Anne Stewart OP.


As we continue to celebrate the decade of the Dominican 800th Jubilee (1206–16 to 2006–16), we do hope that this expanded edition shows the charism to be alive and growing, and that it continues to find expression in Dominican approaches in education still being developed.


Kevin Saunders, OP and Gabrielle Kelly, OP


Feast of St Thomas Aquinas, 28 January, 2014


Australia
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Introduction to the First Edition



In poetic language, perhaps one of the most all-embracing and appealing characterisations of the Dominican way is that given us by Catherine of Siena. In The Dialogue, Catherine receives an understanding that the spiritual way of Dominic is ‘very spacious, gladsome and fragrant, a most delightful garden’.1 The possibilities of that image, with its scope for diversity, are immense. With reference to the chapters in this volume, it is surely an apt metaphor, since the reflections, in terms of context, focus and style, offer great variety on the theme of Dominican approaches in education. This was the intention: that in this decade of the 800th Jubilee (1206–1216 to 2006–2016), we would bring together a sample of writings, scholarly, practical and inspiring, that would celebrate the Dominican charism as it is filtered through the lens of education, in the broadest sense, in many settings. For education in its many forms is at the heart of the purpose of Dominican life: e-ducere—the work of leading forth ourselves and others from less developed or less human pathways to the fullness of human life with God in Christ


We leave readers, who will be as diverse as our writers, to respond as they will to the various chapters. What will surely be evident in all of them is the unifying thread of the pursuit of growth in freedom and self-determination, or as our title puts it, the intelligent use of liberty. This phrase, dear to many Australian Dominican sisters,2 and no doubt to many others, encapsulates values central to the way tradit-ionally espoused and promoted by Dominicans—though not of course owned exclusively by them. That is the importance of the proper formation and role of the intellect, rooted in reality, as the God-given light by which to live a fully human life. Indeed, the many references throughout these chapters to themes of respect for personal dignity, for the ways of the intelligence, informed and persuaded with reasons and love, should leave no doubt about its leading role in the educative process as viewed by Dominicans. And the witness of certain forebears as portrayed in these pages leaves us in no doubt either that the intelligent use of liberty finds its highest expression in loving service, especially with those not yet in the full freedom of their humanity.


In the midst of celebration, it must be acknowledged, too, that at many times and in many places Dominicans have fallen far short of Dominican ideals and have failed themselves and others. Sorrow and suffering on account of this must give way to trust, by the power of God, in the happy redemption of such failures.


The experience of working to produce this book—while undertaken with some trepidation—has been greatly rewarding. Being in frequent communication for over two years with Dominicans and others linked with us in all quarters of the globe, immersing ourselves through their words—and in the silent spaces behind the words—in their very different contexts, their struggles, their questions, their lives—has brought its own grace. We thank our sisters and brothers who, in the midst of extremely busy lives, have taken the time to share their words and works through this publication. In fact we view this book as a collective act of preaching, where the lives and efforts of many reflected in these pages ‘speak’ in diverse ways of God’s loving intent for all—that we may have life, and life to the full (Jn 10:10). To have participated in the bringing forth of this book has been a great and humbling privilege.


Throughout the time of gestation, creation of the book has depended upon extensive collaboration, both at home and abroad. There were those whose international or regional experience enabled them to suggest potential writers, those who acted as advocates or intermediaries, and those who translated for us—and at times some assisted in more than one capacity. Then there were those who offered editorial suggestions, those who read drafts and those who undertook the onerous task of proof reading at various times. While we wish to thank everyone who assisted in any way, we especially acknowledge the following:


Margaret Ormond, OP, Timothy Radcliffe, OP, Catherine Hilkert, OP, João Xerri, OP, Kevin Toomey, OP, Chrys McVey, OP, Lilia Azevedo (Portuguese), Patricia Davis, OP (French), Etiennette Fennell (French), Mary Ann Connolly, OP (Spanish), Sandra Camilo Ede, OP (Portuguese and Spanish), Elisabeth Budiarti, OP (Indonesian), Astrid Sengkey (Indonesian), Martin Wallace, OP (Latin), Rafael Cabezon, OP (Spanish), David Halstead, OP, Rosemary Yelland, OP, Angela Moloney, OP, Anne Stewart, OP, Patricia Brady, OP, Margaret Kennedy, OP, and Benedict Hensley, OP.


We thank also the ATF Press Executive Officer, Hilary Regan, who first raised the idea for such a book, and who has been tireless in solving problems as they arose; and Wendy Baker, the dedicated and efficient ATF Press Copy Editor.


To celebrate the scope of Dominican involvement in education is good; to proclaim and share the values of the Dominican way, a continuing tradition rich in potential for today’s world, is useful. What is most important is to live more deeply the grace of this charism given to us . . . and yet to be given to others . . . We hope that the witness of both our fore-bears and our contemporaries, the eminent figures and the unknown quiet labourers, will help us to reinvigorate present efforts and perhaps even inspire the bringing forth of new things from our treasure house (Mt 13:52).


Gabrielle Kelly, OP and Kevin Saunders, OP


Adelaide, South Australia


29 April 2007. Feast of St Catherine of Siena
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Section One



Dominican Values in Education:


Sources and Principles
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A Dominican Philosophy of Education



Philip Smith, OP


Introduction


Any school’s philosophy of education flows from its mission statement. In broad and inspirational terms, that document expresses a school’s nature and character, its ideals and values, and its relation to the broader community. A philosophy of education concretises these aspirations in specific educational goals and objectives that describe its purposes, its expected outcomes and its preferred methods of instruction. Success depends on how well the outcomes match the goals and objectives sought.


Dominican education is necessarily complex because it comes in all shapes and sizes: from elementary to graduate, from preaching to professional. In addition, it embraces not only theology and philosophy but also art and architecture, literature and spirituality, history and health care. It is virtually impossible to fashion a single philosophy of education broad enough to embrace all these efforts. However, some general influences are common to all.


A philosophy of education cannot be created out of whole cloth. Since St Dominic himself stood ‘in medio ecclesiae’, the Dominican tradition should be rooted in and shaped by the broader intellectual, spiritual and cultural tradition of the Church from which it emerged. In sketching a philosophy of education, I locate it within the Catholic tradition and continue by exploring themes central to Dominic’s vision that apply to education. I trace notable educational developments of the tradition in Thomas Aquinas and then examine Avila’s insight of ministry on the ‘frontiers’. I conclude with Providence College’s effort to incorporate a Dominican philosophy of education. Other Dominicans could appeal to insights and examples of Dominicans other than Aquinas to fashion different philosophies of education. They would be equally Dominican but tailored to their particular ministries.


The Catholic tradition


If a Dominican philosophy of education stems from and continues the Catholic intellectual and spiritual tradition, the meaning of ‘tradition’ is important. We cannot appreciate any tradition simply by exploring its origins. Its nature and evolution must be traced as it interacted with the various individuals, schools of thought, religions, cultures and historical events that shaped it. Thus, far from being a sterile relict, the Catholic tradition is the record of the dynamic development of the Church’s thought and spirituality, culture and structures over the centuries. Margaret Steinfels offered this helpful description of a tradition:




A tradition is . . . a focus for questioning, a framework for inquiry, a standard for preferring some sets of ideas over others; tradition is the record of the community’s conversation over time about its meaning and direction. A living tradition is a tradition that can raise questions about itself.1





The Christian community’s conversation ‘about itself’ began in the Apostolic Age and was primarily spiritual in nature. As the first generation of believers reflected on the lived experience of their faith, they tried to understand it better by probing its meaning and mysteries: Who was Jesus of Nazareth? What did His message mean? What was the salvation God accomplished in Him? Did His resurrection prove that He was God? If there could be only one God, how could Jesus also be God? How was their faith related to their way of life?


The conversations ‘about itself’ also extended to the intellectual currents of the time. St Matthew sought to discover points of agreement between Christianity and the Jewish scholarly tradition (Mt 1:1–17, for example). St Paul used Greek and Roman concepts in his writings and engaged scholars in the Areopagus (Acts 22:17–33). St Justin Martyr, a philosopher and a convert to Christianity, defended his faith with philosophical reasoning that the Roman academics at his trial would understand. He made the Catholic intellectual tradition explicit.


As it developed, the Catholic tradition confronted two challenges that are important for this study: first, how are truths revealed by faith related to insights discovered by reason? Second, how can high moral standards be maintained in a morally lax society? Although the Christian faith originated in Jerusalem, it was lived out in a culture dominated by the intellectual climate of Athens. Justin Martyr found a role for both faith and reason. Faith is the only true philosophy. While reason can probe truths already revealed, the complete truth can be grasped only through faith.2 An early Church Father, Tertullian, denied any relationship between reason and faith. His famous question, ‘What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?’ has remained the abiding challenge for the Catholic tradition ever since.


The link between faith and daily life posed a second challenge for Christians. They lived in a culture bitterly opposed to their faith and practice, highly pluralistic in its religious beliefs and tolerant of various forms of immorality. Merely being a Christian was enough to arouse suspicion, ridicule or even persecution. The tension between a Catholic way of life and public perception of it has always posed a problem for the tradition.


The tradition developed through the community’s conversations about itself, the influences of historical events and social movements and the insights of theologians and philosophers. Also influential were the examples of martyrs and saints, the teaching of Synods and Councils, the emergence of schools and universities and contributions of religious men and women. The Dominican Order played an important role in this development.


St Dominic’s framework for a philosophy of education


Any Dominican approach to education must be rooted in and reflect Dominic’s spirit and vision. Since he left virtually nothing in writing, we must rely largely on other historical sources to discover the outlines of what might be called his philosophy of education. Dominic had a very clear vision for his Order, what Dominicans should study and how they should be formed. His vision was influenced by his temperament, education and experience.


Study was always important to Dominic. At fourteen, he entered the prestigious school at Palencia where he studied liberal arts and theology, especially sacred scriptures, for the next decade. Although respected as learned, Dominic was more admired for his sanctity, compassion and generosity of spirit. While he was a student, Spain suffered a severe famine. Jordan of Saxony relates that Dominic ‘was deeply moved by the plight of the poor, and resolved, in . . . his compassion . . . to do as much as possible to remedy the needs of the poor who were dying’.3 He sold all his books to get money to aid the poor and feed the hungry. Impressed by Dominic’s life and learning, Bishop Diego of Osma invited him to join his Cathedral Chapter in 1196.


A few years later, accompanying Bishop Diego on his diplomatic missions, Dominic was shocked and saddened by what he saw: the clergy too often poorly educated and lax, the Church threatened by ignorance and the popular Albigensian movement, and ordinary believers confused and spiritually hungry. These journeys were for Dominic defining experiences.


Albigensianism, rooted in dualism, proclaimed two equal and opposing gods. The good god, the saviour, created the invisible world and spiritual beings who are incorruptible and indestructible. The evil god created the visible material world, including the human body which is corruptible and evil because it is material and imprisons the soul. The body, continued through sexual reproduction, remains defiled.


To avoid contamination, the elite Albigensians, the ‘Perfecti’, embraced extreme asceticism and poverty: they vowed sexual abstinence and refused to eat foods that involved sexual procreation.4 Most people were incapable of such exalted lives. However, they could be saved by receiving the ‘consolamentum’, a sacrament administered by the Perfecti at the time of death. Albigensianism and the Perfecti were attractive alternatives to Christians who viewed some of the clergy as worldly, unlearned and insensitive. The Perfecti, however, were well informed, practised what they preached, and were compassionate to the weaknesses of the majority.5


Albigensianism struck at the heart of Dominic’s Christian beliefs. It undermined the goodness of creation and the sanctity of marriage by driving a wedge between spirit and matter, mind and body, sexuality and procreation. It demonised the human body and the incarnation; rendered the crucifixion and resurrection meaningless and distorted the salvation offered by Jesus. Dominic was convinced that the cure for this spiritual malaise was nothing less than a deep conversion of mind and heart, achievable only by informed and zealous preaching. Dominic felt called by God to preach to those who had abandoned Christianity for Albigensianism.


Dominic was consumed with the need to preach. We know little about his preaching except that sometimes it moved both his listeners and himself to tears. However, we know he used more than one method. He preached at every opportunity, in different places and to all classes of people: at Mass, in Church, in private homes. Throughout southern France, he participated in public disputations with Perfecti on doctrinal issues. On one occasion, he argued all night with an inn-keeper who had converted to Albigensianism, winning him back to the Church. Obviously, he was more concerned that the gospel be preached in a way that touched minds and hearts rather than about the particular method used.6


For Dominic, study was always devoted to the service of truth and the preaching of the gospel. However, he soon realised that knowledge alone was not enough. Discouraged papal legates, sent to preach against Albigensianism, had pointed to the stark contrast between the Perfecti’s knowledge and example and the clergy’s ignorance and laxity. In response, Dominic, and later his companions, identified with the poor and inspired them by preaching like the Apostles: humbly, barefooted and mendicant.7 His preaching was successful only when the example of his life matched the power of his words. His work, penance, fasting took their toll. Worn out, he died by the age of fifty.


Dominic’s vision for his Order unfolded gradually and reflected his preaching experience in the company of his small band of early companions, at first around the Prouille monastery near Fanjeaux, and later in Toulouse. Here, we must mention briefly the important contributions of the nuns at Prouille through their hospitality, prayers and spirituality. Dominic had a special affection for them, returning there often for physical rest and spiritual renewal. The record of how these early ‘Preachers of Toulouse’ became in 1216 and 1217 ‘champions of the faith and true lights’ for the whole world, under papal protection, is documented in the various sources.8 We need note here only that the ‘Order of Preachers’ existed for the purpose of saving souls. Their mission was to refute error and to preach the truths revealed by God, by both word and example, to everyone according to need. Once the Order’s mission was firmly established, Dominic turned his attention to the intellectual and spiritual education of his new friars. This is as close as he came to a philosophy of education.


Dominic always saw an essential connection between serious study and good preaching. For successful preaching, sanctity of life needed to be enlightened by doctrine. He studied the Letters of Paul and the Gospel of Matthew until he almost knew them by heart. Humbert of Romans, echoing Dominic, reminded his brothers that study, while not the end of the Order, was essential to preaching and labouring for the salvation of souls. Study, also a means of sanctification, should be a prayerful search for truth leading to self-knowledge and a deeper understanding of the scriptures; it could also be a penitential exercise.


Dominic’s program of study or curriculum was narrow. He did not want his students to ‘study the books of pagans and philosophers’, though they may consult them in passing. In addition, they ‘shall not learn secular sciences, even the so-called liberal arts . . . everyone . . . shall read only theological books’ (Distinctiones II, XXVIII). He was educating not scholars as such but preachers, knowledgeable in scripture and theology and virtuous in life. He feared that secular knowledge would get in the way of preaching. Within decades of Dominic’s death, however, ‘teaching’ was included within the scope of the ‘preaching’ mission. Some Dominicans studied liberal arts and philosophy at the universities, and truth in the service of the gospel was sought wherever it could be found.


Dominic was convinced that intellectual and spiritual preparation for preaching could not be separated. According to Jordan of Saxony, Dominic grasped information through the ‘humble intelligence of the heart’. He wanted his followers’ lives to preach as eloquently as their words. Hence, study should be marked by silence and meditation, strengthened by prayer and penance and supported by a religious community committed to regular observance and fraternal charity.


Nor did Dominic take preaching preparation for granted. Candidates were to be carefully examined about their readiness: questions were to be asked about ‘what grace of preaching they have from God’ and about their quality of life and commitment (Dist II, XX).


Dominic was indeed a powerful ‘light of the world’ because his light had its source in God’s eternal Word, ‘a light that shines in the dark, a light that darkness could not overpower’ (Jn 1:5). Dominic’s era is far removed from ours, yet aspects of his vision and spirit are as inspirational for us today as they were for followers in his time. These include: his passion for truth and preaching; his witness in action to what he proclaimed in word; his integration of study and spirituality; his insistence that preachers be well prepared; his respect for human dignity; his love and compassion for all people, even his enemies. Above all, he showed that we can transform the minds and hearts of others only by loving and respecting them and having compassion on them.


The Dominican tradition reflects the dynamic development of Dominican ideas and spirituality, culture and structures over the centuries. It flourished through the Order’s conversations about itself: through General Chapters and teachings of the Order’s Masters, through the insights of saints, martyrs and scholars, through academic institutions. The contribution of Thomas Aquinas to this tradition is fundamental, both because he gave academic structure to Dominic’s vision and because he is the patron saint of Catholic education.


The Dominican tradition: St Thomas Aquinas


Few theologians or philosophers have received such acclaim as Thomas Aquinas. A saint and genius, he was as renowned for sanctity as he was admired for scholarship. His books are so profound that they occupy the shelves of any worthwhile library in the world. I reflect now on one aspect of Thomas that should have special meaning for educators: his life as a teacher.


From the time he began teaching in Paris during 1252 until he finished in Naples in 1273, Aquinas always studied, taught and wrote. On hearing he was to be made a cardinal, he prayed that God would let him die first for that would mean an end of teaching. God took him at his word! In his study and writing, Thomas developed or refined a number of themes that have become distinctive features of Dominican education, especially of the liberal arts tradition. I comment on four: the relation of faith and reason, the role of philosophy, the goodness of creation and his methodology.


The relation of faith and reason


In his encyclical, Fides et Ratio, Pope John Paul II noted Thomas’ unique contributions to discussions about the integration of faith and reason.9 Aquinas argued that faith and reason are distinct but inseparable sources of truth, and both must be respected. Faith illuminates reason but does not destroy it. For example, human reason can develop a philosophy of the human person according to the norms of human inquiry. However, by introducing questions about God, revelation, creation and redemption, faith broadens the framework and deepens the discussion by enlightening the mind to possibilities that transcend reason. Together, faith and reason can fashion a synthesis that is both true to faith and intellectually defensible. Aquinas saw faith and reason as one in the pursuit of all truth, whether human or divine.


Aquinas assumed that philosophy and theology were distinct disciplines but could be harmonised. The question of God is a case in point. As a philosopher, he believed that human reason could discover certain truths about the existence and nature of God.10 He also believed that all creation was called into existence by God’s word and was intelligible because it bore the divine imprint. Since ‘the heavens declare the glory of God’, (Ps 19:1) Aquinas could reason from ‘the things [God] has made’ to God’s ‘everlasting power and deity’ (Rom 1:19–20). As a believer, Aquinas also heard deep within himself God’s further Word, God’s eternal Son, through whom everything was created and in whom everything found its meaning. In the human Jesus, Aquinas moved far beyond the vestiges of divinity he discovered in creation and could gaze into the very face of God.


Imitating Dominic, Aquinas made his own the truth he taught and wrote about. Whether from faith or reason, knowledge was not an abstract truth to be known intellectually but a reality to be pondered and lived. Like I John, he ‘came to know the Word, who is life’ (I Jn 1:1). Such an intimate experience of God can be achieved only by those who have the depth of faith and humility of heart to accept God’s call to conversion. For Aquinas, Christianity was a way of love that risked everything to follow Jesus, a way that forced him to his desk to study and write and to his knees before the cross.


Although Aquinas’ conversion was life-long, it may have peaked in the famous experience that occurred while he was saying Mass on 6 December 1273. He emerged from the incident transformed, unable or unwilling to talk about it. He may have experienced a religious encounter with God so powerful that everything else paled in comparison. He never said what happened. Pressed for an explanation, he would only say: ‘All I have written seems to me so much straw compared to what has been revealed to me.’ Never again would he write or dictate a word.



The role of philosophy



Given the importance of reason, it is not surprising that Aquinas embraced philosophy and philosophical reasoning. In this, he differed from Dominic who had concerns about studying the works of pagan philosophers. Aquinas accepted truth, whatever its source. He transformed much of Western theology by philosophical insights drawn from Greek, Arab and Jewish scholars. His impact on the Catholic and Dominican traditions is so profound that it is simply impossible to understand either tradition without philosophy. It is necessary for understanding the human person and human behavior and for developing a systematic approach to reality. Aquinas’ unity of the human person11 is at the heart of Dominican education. Education is embraced not only by the mind but the whole person. The integration of the liberal arts with specialised disciplines and the relation of spiritual and moral growth to intellectual development flows directly from a philosophy of education addressed to the entire person.


The goodness of creation


Aquinas echoed Dominic’s insistence on the goodness of the human person and of all created reality. Creation was good when it came from the hand of God,12 and human persons were created in the image of God,13 blessed with the power to know and the freedom to love. Although flawed by sin, the human person still retains the image of God, enjoys the ability to reason, is capable of living ethically and is open to recreation through grace. Aquinas made the human person as an image of God the very centre of his theology because that image was the source of human dignity as it would later be the basis of human rights.


Aquinas’ legacy of the human person as an image of God and the goodness of creation is long and rich. For example, two Spanish Dominicans, De Vittorio and Las Casas, appealed to the dignity of the human person to defend the rights of Native Americans against exploitation by colonials. In contemporary times, the dignity of the person and the goodness of creation have an enormous influence on issues such as human rights and the common good, life and death, hunger and homelessness, poverty, health care and environmental concerns.


Method


Aquinas’ method was important for Dominican education. In his Summa Theologica, he probed for truth by asking questions about God and the central Christian doctrines. He died before he completed the Summa. That the Summa remains unfinished was providential because a method that sought truth by posing questions about inexhaustible mysteries can never be completed. After the manner of Aquinas, each generation of Dominicans must continue the spiritual and intellectual tradition in a way suited to its own time and place. Each generation is called to search for truth by asking its own questions about God and the mysteries of faith in light of the ‘signs’ of its own times.


The tradition of the frontiers


The Avila General Chapter (1986) urged Dominicans to minister on the ‘frontiers’, understood not as spatial reality but as the outer edge of a living tradition. Dominic was very much on the frontiers of his time. He lived in a society and church undergoing cultural and social upheaval. He founded his Order specifically to address the threat to Christianity posed by the Albigensian heresy. Yet, based on his preaching experience, he changed and expanded the frontiers of his Order, moving beyond Toulouse to the outer boundaries of Christianity and beyond and from lapsed Christians to all people. The Avila Chapter identified five frontiers: life and death, humanity and inhumanity, Christianity and world religions, religious experience and secular ideologies, the Catholic tradition and other Christians. Subsequent chapters elaborated on these by urging engagement across other divides, including those between women and men, rich and poor.14


This list is neither exhaustive nor easily adapted to an educational mission. However, while frontiers will not dictate the content of an educational program, they can shape attitudes and responses. They suggest that the most pressing issues facing education today emerge from our broader social and cultural context. In that sense, the current challenges are not so much frontiers of education as they are frontiers for education. Dominic discovered the spiritual needs of people through faith. We must do the same. The Second Vatican Council taught that ‘faith throws a new light on everything and makes known the full ideal God has for (all people), thus guiding the mind toward solutions that are fully human’.15 By thus ‘reading the signs of the times’, we will discover the ‘frontiers’ of our society and the educational needs of our students.


Education on the current frontiers will be marked by continuity and change. Continuity is crucial because Dominican educators stand heir to an incredibly rich intellectual and spiritual legacy rooted in Dominic. If today’s Dominican women and men are to be true to his spirit and vision and that of the Dominicans who have continued and helped shape his legacy, they must make Dominic’s story their own by embodying its beliefs and value, insights and memories. However, change is equally important. Contemporary Dominicans cannot merely repeat the past without reference to our own historical and cultural situation. Our educational challenge, then, is to ‘read the signs of the times’, bringing the richness of our tradition to bear on the issues emerging from our particular culture’s frontiers.


Current Dominican educational efforts will differ because we minister on different frontiers and educate students with diverse needs. All share the philosophy of education rooted in and shaped by the Dominican tradition. However, some Dominicans may select particular aspects of the tradition to meet the special educational needs of their students. From the perspective of higher education, I choose Thomas Aquinas; from other educational perspectives such as art, spirituality, canon law, health care, other Dominicans might find insights and examples of different Dominican saints and scholars more helpful for their ministries.


In applying our legacy to current frontiers, we must never forget that educating on the frontiers is not enough by itself. The papal legates, preaching on the same frontiers as Dominic, were unsuccessful because their lifestyle was at odds with their message. Dominic’s sombre reminder to his followers that success in ministry would hinge on the credibility of their lives applies equally well to Dominican educators today. I now offer a brief overview of how Providence College tries to incorporate the Dominican intellectual and spiritual tradition into its educational mission.


Providence College: Liberal arts, Catholic and Dominican


In this abridged version of its mission statement, Providence College is:




A . . . liberal arts, Catholic institution of higher education. Committed to fostering academic excellence . . . the College provides a variety of opportunities for intellectual, social, moral and spiritual growth . . . and actively cultivates intellectual, spiritual, ethical and aesthetical values within the context of the Judaeo-Christian heritage. These values are nurtured by the unique tradition of the Dominican Order.


The College . . . recognises the unity of the human family . . . from its one Creator, . . . encourages the deepest respect for the essential dignity, freedom and equality of every person.





Providence retains its commitment to the liberal arts despite widespread social resistance to the very idea of the liberal arts. Many in contemporary society would rephrase Tertullian’s question, ‘What does Athens have to do with Jerusalem?’ and ask, ‘What does a liberal arts education have to do with career preparation, business schools, research universities, or coping with a market-driven economy where education is reduced to a commodity?’ Providence offers a liberal arts education marked by both breadth and depth and avoids the trap of confusing information with learning or credentialling with education. The core curriculum provides the breadth. Its centre piece is the Development of Western Civilisation Programme, a team-taught approach designed to educate students about the ideas, individuals and events that have helped shape our present world. More specialised fields of study in the majors and academic programs supply the depth.


What does the adjective, ‘Catholic’, add to the liberal arts to make Providence distinctive? First, it is important to note that the quest for academic excellence is the coin of the realm. In any academic institution worthy of its name, studies should be undertaken, scholarship pursued and truth sought for its own sake. The Church’s mission of evangelisation is carried out through teaching, research and service. However, evangelisation cannot be a substitute for scholarship. If an academic institution fails in its proper function as an academy, it would undermine any role that academics might play in the mission of the Church. It could well deepen the prejudice already existing among some that scholarship and belief, Catholic and university, faith and reason are contradictions in terms.


The unique identity of Providence as ‘Catholic’ and ‘Dominican’ is found in witnessing to what it means to be religious in the thought, words and actions peculiar to the academy. Lip service is not enough. The College strives to have its religious character permeate the life and work of the campus, reflecting a philosophy of education broader than academics and an understanding of religion broader than a creed. The College weakens its credibility if it proclaims ‘truth’ as its motto but engages in deceptive practices, or if it proclaims that every person is an image of God but treats members of the community and others with disrespect. The College makes its distinct Catholic contribution to higher education and the community by committing itself at the very heart of its mission to the philosophical, theological, spiritual and moral dimensions of the questions it addresses.


The specific form that the liberal arts take at Providence is influenced by the Dominican philosophy of education that addresses the whole person. The curriculum stimulates intellectual pursuits, broadens historical and cultural perspectives, hones powers of judgment and discrimination, improves analytical and communication skills and creates a love of learning that will be lifelong. However, knowledge alone is not enough. It should lead to good moral choices. Providence has always tried to link the transmission of knowledge to the cultivation of character. It seeks graduates who are not only knowledgeable but also morally good. The College believes that it will influence the thinking and values of society primarily by shaping the insights and morals of its graduates.


Just as faith cannot be separated from reason in the Dominican tradition, neither can the quest for academic excellence be separated from its Catholic and Dominican character. The College ‘actively cultivates intellectual, spiritual, ethical and aesthetical values within the context of the Judaeo-Christian heritage.’ This educational philosophy should be a transforming experience for students. It links academic excellence and religious values, insights of reason and influence of faith, intellectual development and spiritual growth, psychological maturity and moral responsibility for others, especially the less fortunate.


However, we must take to heart St Dominic’s admonition that the brothers’ lives preach as eloquently as their words. Having a wonderful philosophy of education, an excellent curriculum and superb learning goals will not by themselves create a transforming experience for students. If the curriculum does not come alive in the classroom, it will remain sterile, incapable of either exciting or transforming. Faculty members must make the ideas and values embodied in the curriculum their own and communicate them to students with dedication and expertise, love and compassion. When they reach out to students in this way, they model what it means to be an educated person, how academic excellence and spiritual values can be one in seeking truth and serving others.


Conclusion


I conclude with two stories from our classical and religious traditions. The first comes from The Odyssey and recounts the wanderings of the Greek hero, Ulysses, during the decade following the fall of Troy. The Odyssey traces the adventures of Ulysses on his journey back to his homeland. According to one interpretation, Ulysses is driven to return home because he is homesick and nostalgic for everyone and everything he had known in his former life. He journeys back toward a familiar and comfortable past where he was secure and at home.


The second story, the saga of Abraham, comes from our biblical tradition. He is called by God to leave home, friends, familiar surroundings, even his homeland and set out on a journey without security, a road map or even a clear destination. He is guided only by faith and God’s promise of descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky. At each stop on his journey, Abraham set up an altar to God, reflecting his belief that God was with him even in an alien land. His altars also became markers for those who follow him. It was not that way with Abraham. The altars were behind him; ahead, the way was uncharted. Abraham commits everything and goes from place to place led by an interior voice telling him to ‘leave here’ and ‘go there’, and guided only by a vague promise that ‘I will show you’. This is a journey, not back to a comfortable and secure past, but forward to an unknown yet promising future.


The Dominican educational tradition combines aspects of both stories. Like Ulysses, we have roots in the past that shape our identities and ministries, influence our beliefs and values. We cherish our roots and are nourished by them, but we cannot live in the past. That would be to freeze the tradition, rob it of vitality, drain it of hope and reduce it to an heirloom rather than a living fountain. Like Abraham, we are bearers of a promise to shape the minds and hearts of our students. Rooted in Dominic’s vision, the promise has been enriched by centuries of tradition, is lived out on the frontiers of the present but open to the future. As educators, we are committed to guiding our students on both journeys: to experience the depth and richness embodied in our tradition and expressed in our missions; and to grasp the promise and possibility of a future different from the past, marked by the spirit of Dominic but with its own special memories and traditions.


Our particular educational journeys will differ, depending on our specific missions. However, all Dominican education should be marked by the quest for academic excellence, by fidelity to our intellectual and spiritual traditions and by concern for those in the society where we labour. Above all, we should be known for nurturing our students, fostering their love of knowledge, sharing their dreams, cultivating their character and shaping their hopes. We need not fear the future or the challenges that might emerge from our frontiers. The God who inspired the founding of our Order and who shepherded it through difficult times over the centuries still abides in our midst and will sustain us in the future. I conclude with a quotation from the Senegalese poet, Baba Dioun, which beautifully sums up our philosophy of learning and teaching:




In the end


We will conserve only what we love


We will love only what we understand


And we will understand only what we have been taught.
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Albert the Great as Educator



Walter Senner, OP


‘Like an eagle provoking its young to fly and flying over them’ (Deut 32:11, Vulgate)


When persons in history have been called ‘Great’ they were usually outstanding popes (Gregory the Great, Leo the Great), Emperors (Charlemagne), an Empress (Catherine the Great) or kings. Albert from Lauingen (Danube), thirteenth century Dominican, is called ‘the Great’ for intellectual achievements—in the rare combination of innovative scientific work and skilful settling of political conflicts, making suggestions for win-win situations that would give to each party their essentials as much as possible. Appositely characterised as ‘an omnivorous student’,1 honoured by the title doctor universalis, there rarely has been somebody as learned in almost any scientific discipline and so daring in introducing new paradigms as well. He was not afraid to explore and to integrate a scientific view of the world, seen by traditional Christians as a menace for faith, with a theology up to scientific standards. A passionate and inspiring preacher and academic teacher, St Albert lectured for the students of theology at the University of Paris2 and, first of all, for the Dominican students at Cologne and many other places, demanding much, fostering gifted pupils, and giving the example of a personally pious and humble friar, who even as bishop preferred walking (enormous distances) to riding on horseback.


Pedagogics—at that time not yet a science of its own—was one of the rare fields he did not treat in his great encyclopedic series of commentaries and treatises of all philosophical disciplines and sciences of nature. Yet we have not only testimonies by his students, but also a considerable number of remarks about education and learning scattered in his works.


Already in Albert’s oldest preserved work, De natura boni, which dates from the time before he came to Paris, probably when he was lector at the Regensburg Dominican priory,3 we have a passage on learning. The good of political virtue, that is in social life, depends on circumstances, among which we have victus, the way of life. Basing himself on Cicero and giving ample examples from the Bible, St Albert lists the factors determining lifestyle. In the second place (among nine) comes: ‘in which way and following which criteria somebody has been educated’.4 Three biblical quotations illustrate the dangers of negative influences: to seek counsel from familiar but inexperienced persons (2 Chron 10:8–11), that people brought up by a bad person would become even worse (1 Macc 1:7—according to the Vulgate), that one who has been educated in luxury (in deliciis) will not be able to bear hardships (Lamentations 4:5). As a third factor Albert gives ‘whom [the educated person] has had as teachers of life’.5 The positive influence a good teacher can have on the whole way of life of the disciple is shown in Luke 6:40 and confirmed by St Paul (Acts 22:1; Cor 4:16; 1 Cor 8:5–6).


In the series of works, which Albertus Magnus composed during his period as a Master of Theology in Paris, De bono, ‘On the Good’, holds a prominent place.6 Discussing prudence, the question is raised whether—besides the aspects listed by Macrobius—docilitas (readiness to learn),7 according to Proverbs 1:2–3 also among others, eruditio (instruction), astutia (cleverness), scientia ([not only] knowledge), and disciplina (orderly learning), would be parts of this virtue.8 The negative answer nevertheless contains some interesting points: Whereas eruditio usually means the process of learning limited to the appropriation of what is knowable, Albert has a more integrated concept in his mind. For him eruditio is not only learning about the human and the divine, but also learning of the social and religious skills for prudent interaction9—integrated education. Scientia is divided into: (1) speculative knowledge, aiming at truth by knowing the causes,10 (2) ‘technical’ rationality, knowledge of how to do, as opposed to wisdom,11 (3) the gift of the Holy Spirit, which one may have by grace,12 and (4) knowledge, that what you know by reason, be it speculative or practical.13


Disciplina is divided into (A) speculative, that can (A1) be accepted by learning from somebody else or (A2) found out by the disciple reasoning from—evident or otherwise known—principles.14 The second use of disciplina (B), as practical or in moral science, however does not concern a theoretical knowledge, but either (B1) generally ‘how to behave and act decently’,15 or (B2) specially ‘by beating [them], how boys accept disciplinam’16 [that is, to learn something]—learning by terror being an unquestioned pedagogical method until quite recently. Here we see St Albert’s cleverness in taking into account a wide range of phenomena, his scholastic sense for structuring them—and one of his limitations as a man of his time.


Albert composed his giant philosophical ‘encyclopedia’, extending over all disciplines of natural reason—far further than Aristotle’s writings, on demand of his friars, in order that it would be of use for them and all, who want to learn scientia naturalis.17 Mostly he follows Aristotle, rather paraphrasing his text than rendering it literally. This encyclopedia, as much as it had been desired by some Dominicans, was criticised as out of place for a friar preacher by others—so much that Albert found dramatic words in reply in the epilogue of Aristotle’s Politica, being the conclusion of the encyclopedia:




Aristotle does not say this as his own, but he reports how those people organised their states. I too do not say anything [of my own] in this book, but I explain what is said, exposing its reasons and causes. Like this in all physical books I have never said something of my own, but I have explained the opinions of the Aristotelians as precisely as I can. And this I say because of some indolent (people/friars), who, searching for a consolation of their stupidity, look in writings only for what they can refuse. And as such [people] are as dumb as oxen [literally: are mooing with stupidity], in order that they would not seem to moo alone, they try to blame the elected. Such people killed Socrates, chased Plato away from Athens and forced even Aristotle into exile by their intrigues. They are in the community of study as gall is in the body . . . so in study there are always some bitter men, who try to bring bitterness to all—but [the others] do not give in and do not give up to search for truth in the sweetness of [good] company.18





This text shows that there were still enemies of philosophy in the Dominican order as well as a scientific community around Albertus Magnus, that was for him a help and a joy.


Not only the science of classical authors but also much observation of his own is to be found in the book on animals, forming part of the encyclopedia. In this context, which is not theological, a question arises incited by the biblical quotation, ‘Your youth is renewed like the eagle’s’ (Ps 103:5)—but without an explicit reference to ‘Whether youth can be renewed?’19 The answer shows observation of nature, but no pedagogical interest: ‘Old birds lose their feathers, but get new ones in a limited measure, that makes them appear renewed’.20 He takes more interest in the different ways progress in scientia, knowledge and science, can be obtained. There is a twofold advancement (A) as far as the subject matter and (B) as far as the person learning is concerned. Each science has (A1) its fundamentals and (A2) its conclusions, that are drawn by finding out the causes that link them with the basics. This knowledge has to be handed down to learners narrando—by telling them, which is (B1) the task of teachers, to convey science in an understandable manner, whereas (B2) the task of learners is to ask questions when they have doubts.21 Learning thus is not only passive receiving, but an active process of appropriation. It is one of the most admirable abilities of human beings and especially ‘as in children learning, in them shines the artistic skill of the first creator’.22


The paraphrase of Aristotle’s Politica concludes the philosophical encyclopedia. St Albert follows the text closely, as he had declared and we cannot take this as his agreement to all of it. This is valid also for what is said about pedagogics in the ambience of the Greek polis (l VII, 14–VIII) not fitting the situation of his own time. One notable exception occurs when commenting on Aristotle (who in his turn refers to Socrates): ‘There are some who cannot be disciplined and made studious men [sic]’,23 and relating the cause for this to ‘nature’—lacking in the Latin translation which he used—as in Aristotle’s original text, Albert refers in his commentary to astrological conditions determining it, according to Arabic tradition, but does not see bad predispositions of character as unevitably leading to a vicious life: insight and the power of will can overcome it.24


In his biblical commentaries Albertus Magnus, using abundantly allegorical exposition, is more original—and sometimes quite outspoken in criticising abuses, such as bad teachers and prelates who would not care to liberate those entrusted to them from ignorance and error.25 Whether youngsters would be able to receive divine wisdom at their age26 or not27 remains ambiguous.


The pedagogical observations presented this far are casual. St Albert’s commentaries on the gospels of St Matthew, St Luke, and St John, where he gives much attention to Jesus instructing his disciples, however, can be read as a ratio formationis, a curriculum of apostolic education.28 Characteristic are not psychological or technical hints, which he gives as well, but it is the way to and with Christ. Christ is the master—in Albert’s time the title of a full professor. Christ is the model, from whom we learn how to follow in discipleship and how to teach. Whereas the Super Lucam is the most developed commentary, the Super Matthaeum is best suited for an analysis, as we have even the autograph, a manuscript by his own hand preserved in the historical city-archives of Cologne and there is a critical edition of the text, which is still lacking for the others.29


The sermon on the mount takes a central place in Jesus’ instruction of his disciples, it is the starting point of their formation, which has two parts: (1) the introduction to holiness of life (ch 5 – 9), and (2) the tuition of the ministers for guidance of the church (ch 10 – 25).30 The first part contains (1.1: chapters 5 – 7) the instruction proper and (1.2: ch 8 – 9) the testing of the formation,31 which has to become not only ‘information’ in the present-day-signification of this word, but the form of life that proves to be supporting in difficulties and distress.


The presence of the masses, who long to hear him, incites Jesus to preach. Preaching is as natural for the preacher, when he sees the people, who want to hear him, as is running for a horse seeing wide plains.32 The few words, ‘[1] and when he sat down [2] his disciples came to him [3] and he opened his mouth and taught them’ (Mt 5,1b–2), give rise to three considerations on (1) the disposition of the teacher, (2) that of the listeners, and (3) what is taught. (1) Sitting down is appropriate to teach, as it combines peace that you would not have standing, and concentration, what you would lack in lying down.33 (2) The listeners are near, ‘what is to be understood not only of the space, but as well of the [wish to] acquire the doctrine and of the love for the master’.34 (3) Teaching something ‘great and subtle’ demands introducing it, explaining it in an understandable and not boring manner, and profound knowledge as well as identification with it. For this it is not sufficient just to use the words of somebody else, it must come from the teacher’s own mouth and understanding.35 Doctrine is not something ‘from outside’ the learner; the authentic teacher opens up her/his student to find out what is in her/himself [as their deepest desire for the] true and good.36


At the centre of the Sermon on the Mount are the eight beatitudes. Albertus Magnus explains each of them under three aspects: ‘[1] Praise of the [respective] beatitude, [2] the merit in which the beatitude consists, and [3] the part of the [heavenly] reward in order that it may be more striven for’.37 As Manfred Entrich remarks, this can be seen as the pedagogical triple of ‘goal—method—motivation . . . not only for an individual discipline but for the complete project for [the disciple’s] life’.38 As goal, neither virtue (virtus) nor just happiness (felicitas) are sufficient, because only beatitude (beatitudo), beyond any limit and any hindrance, can really fulfil the human being.39 So beatitude is understood in a general sense including the special sense of each of the eight beatitudes in the sermon on the mount, representing the best that can be achieved.40 ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit’ thus contains an important presupposition for learning: only one who is not full with the spirit of impertinence and arrogance, but has the spirit of poverty—realises her/his insufficiency—is able to learn.41


St Albert gives a quite peculiar exposition of the third beatitude.42 Meekness, he explains, has three degrees. ‘[1] Meek is one, who when provoked, even disturbed, does not decline from the line of reason, so that she/he would do something wrong or provoke the other. This meekness is a virtue. [2] Meek is also one, who neither provokes [others] nor feels disturbed when provoked her/himself. And this is meekness, which is a heroic and well-bred (herilis = pertaining to the mistress/master of the house) virtue—which will not be brought from its spiritual altitude by a sense of disturbance.’43 [3] ‘The third [degree of] meekness is when somebody reacts not only clearly on anything bad touching her/him, but mildly, and touches anything mildly’.44


This is illustrated by a comparison: A hand, touched by force with [a] something sharp-edged will be wounded. Touched by [b1] something hard and flat it experiences a resistance, but no wound. Touched by [b2] something mellow there will be neither injury nor resistance, but no penetration also, the mellow will just give way. Dipped [b3] into some liquid however, this will surround the hand. Likewise [a] the non-meek will be hurt. The [b1] meek in the first degree will withstand the injury and not hurt [the aggressor]. The [b2] meek in the second degree will receive [the aggressor] mildly, but cannot be touched profoundly, as he gives way.


[In the gospel] one ‘is called [b3] meek, who is so full of piety (pietas), that the touch by something harmful affects her/him profoundly, may take her/his belongings or her/his life without resistance. [This meek] will even answer with the pietas of blessing and observance . . . softening [the aggressor] towards pietas her/himself’.45


The setting presented by Albertus Magnus for instruction of the apostles—and clerical education—for leadership in the church has been described by the stages of vocation, formation and following. This has been explored thoroughly by Manfred Entrich, so it will not be treated here in depth.46 Likewise in this present short study the theme of mystical experience and its theology, exposed by Albertus Magnus extensively in his explanations on the Corpus Dionysiacum has to be left out. Hesitations of recent scholars to explore this field are due not only to a selective perception some of them have, who see in the doctor universalis only the philosopher, but also to its complexity.47


In his commentary of the Gospel according to St Luke, St Albert often presents his most developed reflections on Scripture and the themes contained in it. Exposing Luke 5:3—Jesus’ sermon from St Peter’s boat, which symbolises the church48—he takes the words ‘to put out a little from the land’ as occasion to reflect on their mystical sense. ‘Land’ meaning what people are used to in everyday life, Albert finds a threefold message in this phrase. (1) ‘A new hearer cannot yet understand profound teaching and therefore grasps better what is said by similitude with her/his everyday experience, so he/she will get it more easily’.49 (2) ‘Dealing with such . . . one should not impose on them burdensome but easier obligations, that are not [too] far from more normal social life, and they will bear them more easily’50 (3) There should not be a sudden radical break with objects of their affection, but an ordered use.51 Albertus Magnus outlines such a gradual introduction into a more profound understanding and practice of spiritual life with a beautiful image from Deuteronomy in the Latin Vulgate version: [The spiritual teacher should be] ‘Like an eagle provoking its young to fly and flying over them’.52 Also in his own teaching this was Albert’s objective: to enable his students to gain insight and to experience the joy of truth and faith on their own. No doubt: Albertus Magnus is a man of the thirteenth century, what he thinks and recommends on issues of education and scientific as well as spiritual formation cannot be considered as ready-made directives for our time. But he presents us with insights worthwhile to reflect upon, and he encourages us ‘to search for truth in the sweetness of [Dominican] company’.53
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The Healing Work of Teaching: Thomas Aquinas and Education



Vivian Boland, OP


Dominicans of a certain age will be familiar with the expression sana doctrina and will know that it was regularly used for the teaching of Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274). It was usually translated into English as ‘sound doctrine’ but it could also be translated as ‘healthy teaching’. Thomas believed that Jesus of Nazareth was the most excellent of teachers.1 His compassion for the harassed and dejected moved him to teach them many things.2 Along with his work of feeding the hungry, healing the sick, and casting out demons, Jesus taught. His teaching is the bread of life, the truth that sets free, and the wisdom that gives life.3


We know that Thomas had to fight to become a Dominican. For reasons that remain unclear his family opposed his decision. But eventually he was able to join the preaching friars and to place his exceptional gifts at the service of their mission. That mission, in its original context, was to counter the unhealthy teaching of the Albigensians with the healthy teaching of the gospel. In practice this meant a sustained defence by the early generations of Dominicans of the goodness of the created order. How else could they speak seriously about central Christian truths like the incarnation of the Word, the bestowal of grace in the sacraments, and the resurrection of the body? How else could they be faithful to the teacher of life, truth and wisdom?


Thomas played his part in that mission particularly through his theology of creation and of the human person. For him the creation itself is all about teaching. It is a lesson in the goodness of God illustrated by the creation and redemption of the world. He says that the end of creation is truth because the origin of creation is mind.4 He is thinking, of course, of the mind of God. But he speaks of other minds too, created they may be, but still capable of appreciating truth and participating at their own level in God’s work of teaching. He speaks about angelic intelligence and the forms of communication in which it might be involved. He speaks about human intelligence and the forms of communication in which it might be involved. And this is where he considers the question of whether one human being can teach another.


Texts on teaching


In the two texts in which he discusses this question at some length, Thomas positions his understanding of teaching between two other views that he rejects.5 On one side was the idea that there is a common mind for the human race, a sort of collective consciousness, into which we are plugged as long as we are alive and which continues when we pass on. The threat to individual immortality is one reason why Thomas was unhappy with this but it is not his immediate concern in these texts. His immediate concern is that this view would mean that the individual human would not, strictly speaking, be a person, even in this world. He believed that the reality and dignity of being a person are seen in the fact that each individual comes to know the truth and to choose the good. Responsibility cannot be passed to some more general spirit or guiding force: it belongs to each one individually. The knowledge each person attains is that person’s knowledge. The enjoyment of truth each person attains is that person’s enjoyment of truth. The decisions and commitments each person makes are that person’s decisions and commitments. If it is done for us or even through us by some power that is beyond ourselves, then it is not we who are doing it at all.


The second view that Thomas rejects, he associates with Plato. On this view we are born with an implicit knowledge of everything and need stimulation from the outside world only to bring back to memory what the soul has always known. It is true that Thomas follows Aristotle in accepting that there are first principles of reasoning, both speculative and practical, that are part of the equipment of human intelligence. He is thinking of principles like ‘a whole is greater than its parts’, or ‘the good is to be sought and the evil is to be avoided’. Once experience begins we know these principles and see that they are true. But he does not agree with Plato’s idea that knowing is remembering, not just because he cannot accept Plato’s theory of separated forms but because he believes Plato’s way of describing the process of human knowing empties our empirical experience of its reality and meaning.
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