We trust in a Saviour who will lead us on an unpredictable journey.

Faithfulness to the journey means our individual stories are shaped by our community Stories, which ultimately rest in the story of the paschal mystery.

Journey into the future

By Timothy Radcliffe, OP

In these two lectures I wish to look at what it might mean to have a vocation to religious life, and what are the challenges we face in presenting this vocation to people today. And at the end you will be able to say, “Well, you can see that he has never been a vocation director!” But I console myself, as so often when I lecture, by remembering an American Brother of mine. He gave a lecture, and when he sat down, the applause was rather tepid. So he turned to the man beside him and said, “I hope it wasn’t that bad.” And the man replied, “Don’t worry. I don’t blame you. I just blame the people who invited you to come and speak.”

Society’s loss of a sense of vocation

I wish to start by taking us through a particular little drama, which is the calling of Peter in Luke’s Gospel. (See this gospel passage on page 19.)

Luke tells us that Jesus “Saw two boats there alongside the lake; the fishermen had disembarked and were washing their nets.” Peter was a fisherman. This was not just a job that he did for a few hours every day. It was a skill, a craft. He probably came form a family of fishermen. His cousins fished in the other boats. He probably grew up, as people still do in poor rural areas today, knowing that this was to be his future. He learned how to make nets and repair them, how to read the weather, sail his boat, know what sorts of fish could be found where. It was more than a job. It shaped his whole life. One might say that it was hi life. It was his calling.

Nowadays they’re a few fishermen in this sense. There are giant factory ships, which indiscriminately scoop tons of fish, process and freeze them. Satellites tell the captain where to find the fish. Of course these people need technological skills, factory skills, but no longer the skills of a fisherman. It is just a job and not a vocation. Usually most of the crew are poor immigrants from the Philippines or Thailand or Eastern Europe. They have few rights and are often treated with cruelty and separated from their families. They are not fishermen or fisher women. They are people who just happen to fish and might do something else if they got the chance.

This is symptomatic of a transformation of what it means to work today. Since the Industrial Revolution, work has structured most people’s lives from youth until retirement. Being a fisherman or plumber or a business executive was profoundly part of who one was. It gave one a sense of value, a place in society. It defined how you contributed to the progress of society, how you built a better world.

This was even more the case if you had what we sued to call a vocational job, such as a nurse, doctor, a teacher or an academic. There was a shared sense that this was a calling. In England, though I suspect not in the States, this meant that you did not have to pay these people much money. They were following their vocation, like religious and priests. In fact the idea of a religious vocation was nourished and strengthened by the shared idea that what you did was significant. It shaped your life. It was at the heart of the story that you might tell about yourself.

The crisis in religious vocations is partly rooted in the loss of the sense that it matters much what you do. And this crisis has at least two roots. One is that our jobs, and especially vocational work like teaching or nursing, went with a deep sense of belonging. To be a fishermen was to belong to the community of people whom from fishing. To be a nurse was to belong to the nursing profession. This sense of belonging has been profoundly weakened for all sorts of reasons. We individualistic Westerners are very suspicious of all institutions, whether the government, the media of the church. We are wary of belonging to institutions. So it would seem strange and even threatening that one might have a vocation to belong to religious institutions for life – the Franciscans, the Salesians or even a diocese. In the second lecture I will look at the challenge of how belonging may be good news: the liberation of learning to say “we.”

No sense of being part of a bigger story

But now in this lecture, I want to look at the other crisis that is undermining our sense of vocation. We have lost the sense that the meaning of our lives is to be found in a long narrative that reaches out to a future. Until recently one’s job was a central part of that longer narrative. It shaped the story that said who we are. One might begin as a junior nurse, but one could imagine climbing the ladder of promotion until one became the most terrifying of all human beings, a matron! One might start as a junior lecturer at University but hope one day to sit in the president’s office and fire all one’s enemies. One might start in the army as a sergeant and dream of being a general. That sense of one’s life as a whole was deeply important in sustaining the idea of a religious vocation, in which you gave your whole life, not just until retirement but until death.

But we have largely, lost that’s sense of the longer story of our lives, and especially of the role of work with them. I think there are two reasons why. First, work has ceased to be for life. The average American has 11 jobs in a working life. Companies no longer depend upon a stable work force. They hire and fire. They keep people on short-term contracts, or even no contracts. You must adapt and find new jobs as the needs of the market change.

Zygmunt Bauman wrote, “Secure jobs in secure companies seem to be the yarn of grandfathers’ nostalgia; nor are there many skills and experience which, once acquired, would guarantee that the job will be offered, and once offered, will prove lasting. No one may reasonably assume to be insured against the next round of “downsizing” “streamlining” or “rationalising, against erratic shifts of market demand and whimsical yet irresistible, indomitable pressures of “competitiveness,” “productivity” and “Effectiveness,” Flexibility is the catchword of the day. It augurs jobs without inbuilt security, firm commitments or future entitlements, offering no more than fixed-term or rolling contracts, dismissal without notice and no right to compensation”¹

We have lost the sense of having a shared future. We have lost our dreams of a better humanity. The utopias are gone.

People are disposable, spare parts that can be fitted in and out of jobs, as are the spare parts of a car or a washing machine. We live in a society of weak and temporary ties, whether in marriage or the work place. 

And so, as Nicholas Boyle has written, we can still just about say “he is a printer” or “she is a teacher,” but increasingly this is not who they are but what they just happen to be doing at the moment. In such a society it is hard to appropriate sense that I am Dominican or that I am a priest. The temptation is to think of these as things that one happens to be doing right now. Who know what I will do tomorrow?

Lost belief in a better tomorrow

This loss of a sense of having a whole life is rooted in a deeper crisis. We have lost our dreams of a better humanity. The utopias are gone. Oliver Bennet argues that as we begin this new millennium, Western culture is suffering from a collective depression. We seem to be destined toward disaster, the growth of violence in our cities, the spread of AIDS, increasing poverty, terrorism, clashes between religions and ecological disaster.

Most people until the late 80s did live by a longer story. It was called progress. Every year the planes and cars got faster; there were new inventions; countries were liberated from the British Empire. Even the food in England improved. It became possible to eat snails and frogs legs. My mother put garlic in the cooking when my father was not looking. The kingdom of God must be nigh! It is the last echo of the confidence of our Victorian ancestors. As Charles Dickens wrote, “Time is rolling for an end, and the world is, in all great essentials, better, gentler, more forbearing and more hopeful, as it rolls.”²

We lost that sense of a future some time around the end of the Cold War. 

As a Fukuyama famously said, history is ended. Our society is living through a crisis of despair. This does not necessarily mean that everyone is miserable, though there is an epidemic of suicides of young people all over the globe, from Ireland to Japan. Rather we have lost confidence that humanity is going anywhere. Our utopias have fallen.

Only two public narratives offer a vision of the future. One is scientific. It tells of how we live between the Big Bang and the Big Chill, when all the universe will grow cold. Humanity has never lived with such a vast sense of time before. But it is a story that holds no promise for humanity. We have no special role within this story, except maybe to cause the occasional ecological disaster on our unimportant little planet. We are also beginning to live within another narrative, which is that of the so-called “war on terrorism”. And it is producing more and more violence and bloodshed by the day. What would ever count as winning it?

So our society suffers from a deep crisis of hope. This is not because people are necessarily miserable, but because it has lost the promise of a future. There is only today. So it is now that we must live. Eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we may die. This sort of a society may find it hard to wrap its head around the idea of a vocation which is usque ad mortem. It is full of generous people who care deeply about humanity, and long for a just world. But that is not the same thing as understanding a vocation which may structure and form a whole life.

In fact the idea of religious vocation has been dealt a double whammy. Many religious lived their vocation by practicing some secular vocation. They were religious nurses or teachers or doctors or academics. But if there are no secular vocations, then their sense of vocation is doubly undermined. I wonder if this is one reason for the massive exodus of religious from vocational work and into parish ministry in the last few years. Of course shortage of the numbers to run hospitals and schools was one reason. Maybe we also shared in our society’s loss of confidence in secular vocations.

So in a society that has lost any sense of a secular vocation, a religious vocation is doubly hard to understand. It is like trying to understand the Eucharist when you have never seen bread. What on earth can “the bread of life” mean if you do not know what ordinary bread is? Even more profoundly, a society which has lost its sense of the future will find it hard to grasp what it means to give one’s whole life to the Lord.

Religious life should be a sign of hope

What is at issue is the wonderful challenge of discovering signs of hope. In a society that is tempted to despair of the future, then religious life, with our crazy vows, is an expression of our hope for humanity. It says to people, “You can find a way of being alive that gives meaning to your whole life and beyond.” The religious vocation has only any interest or importance in so far as it expresses something of the human vocation. Religious life says something about what it means to be a human being. Other vocations, such as marriage, also do this in other ways, but that is not our concern this morning. And at this moment our vocation is called to show what it means to live with hope.

In Luke we read: “Jesus saw two boats there alongside the lake; the fishermen had disembarked and were washing their nets.” So these are fishers who have already stopped fishing. They are washing their nets because their fishing is over. Peter thinks that it is over for the day. Tomorrow will be another day of fishing and so on until the end of his life. In fact, except for one last glorious catch, it is over forever. And when Peter does haul in the great catch, it almost sinks the boat. His new life will indeed sink his life as a fisherman. This first little phrase anticipates the last phrase of this section, “When they brought their boats to the shore, they left everything and followed him.” Peter’s life as a fisher of fish is already finished, even if he does not know it.

Jesus says to them, “From now onwards you will be catching people alive.” He invites Peter to embark on a journey to the future. The Word of God does not primarily give us information. It is the call to be. It called the world into existence in the beginning. It calls each of us into being too. This call is always a break and a continuity. Peter goes on being a fisherman, but not of dead fish, rather of live people. In a similar way, God called Francis of Assisi the young troubadour who sang of love, to become the troubadour of God’s love. He called Ignatius the soldier to become Christ’s soldier. One of our brethren who was a lawyer in Paris, now is a lawyer for those caught by slavery in the Amazon.

At first Peter resists transformation. It is a sort of dying that is part of God’s bringing us to flourish. We resist because we are reluctant to let go of what we know and are. One has to move beyond too tight an identification with one’s ethnic roots. The religious vocation is just an explicit sign of what is the vocation of every human being: responding to the God who calls us from the day that we are born until we die, and who goes on honing and varnishing us, and chipping away until we are as God intended us to be in Christ. To be human is to become. It is to be someone who is just on the way to flourishing. It is to be a pilgrim.

Our religious life points to the kingdom because we live a story whose end is beyond our grasp! To be a religious is to live a story whose conclusion we cannot articulate. It is to vow to be open to surprises. “Do not be afraid. From now on you will be catching men and women.”

In the last century we saw that those who know where we are going and how to get there often end up building the killing fields. Many people are deeply fearful that the “war on terrorism” may be in the process of becoming another attempt to impose a road map on humanity that will lead to yet more slaughter.

We Christians hope for the kingdom. But we have no idea how we shall get there. Our hope is that we shall attain God’s promise, but we have no more idea than anyone else how we shall arrive.

Our community finds its origins in the Last Supper. This is our foundational story. Paradoxically, it is the story of the time when the disciples lost any story of the future. On the road to Jerusalem they had been sustained surely by some story of what was going to happen. We are not sure what it was: The rebellion against Rome? The restoration of Israel? Jesus as a warrior king? As the disciples on the road to Emmaus confessed to Jesus: “We had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel”. Whatever story they told now collapsed. Faced with his passion and death they had no story to tell. In this moment in which this fragile community broke down, then Jesus took bread, blessed it and gave it to them saying, “This is my body, given for you.” And likewise with the wine.

Here is a paradox. The Eucharist is our sacrament of hope, but hope does not mean having a story about the future. The Last Supper was the moment when there was no story to tell, when the community disintegrated and everyone ran away. Our founding story is of the collapse of any adequate story.

Embracing the Unknown

So one might say that it is the vocation of every Christian disciple to go forward bravely toward the kingdom, without the foggiest idea of how he or she will get there. Peter was called from his regular life of fishing, from that daily routine, in order to fish people alive. But he had no idea what that might mean or where it might take him. This is not an accident. It was not that Jesus could have told him but preferred not to. It is because as Christians we believe that we are on the way to what is beyond description and imagination. Our hope is for what is beyond words. Our odd way of life is a sort of sign of the open-ended story of the human vocation. It subverts any facile understanding of where we might be headed. It is a lived question mark for everyone who thinks that they have the plot worked out.

Obedience is not a servile and blind submission of the will. It is a vow to never stop letting oneself be surprised. It is the freedom of not knowing what is coming. Obedience means that one dares not to know beforehand. “God’s call was not only wonderful but also terrible…. it had sharp edges to it. It was capable of cutting deep, and those who reached out to grasp it had best be prepared to bleed.” (Barbara Brown Taylor)

What is distinctive about our vows is not that we are obedient to the Lord. Every Christian disciple is called to be this. But our vow is a sort of public expression that all human beings are summoned toward what is beyond all imagination. We are the strip artists of obedience. Everyone takes their clothes off at night. We publicly expose the unpredictability of God’s summons. Religious life offers no career structure. We embrace a future that is unknowable; not because our superiors are unpredictable, but as a sign of the God who calls us beyond all that we might ever imagine.

Chastity which is not a manifestation of love is merely the corpse of true chastity. Married love speaks of the love that is God in one way. It does this by having an implied plot, an ideal story of mutual commitment and a shared life. The hope is that the married couple will live happily ever after. No marriage follows the plot exactly of course. But the vow of chastity speaks of the God who is love in another way, as an adventure into the unknown. To take the vow of chastity is to embrace our ignorance of whom we shall be called to love and who shall love us.

The trouble is that we do not just entrust ourselves into the hands of God. We do this by placing ourselves in the hands of our brothers and sisters. And you have no idea what they will do with you. This is scary. They may send you on a dangerous mission, when you want to stay at home or the other way around.

For our contemporaries it is not just scary but incomprehensible. It runs directly contrary to our modern understanding of what it means to be a free, autonomous adult, which is to have control over one’s life. It looks infantile and oppressive, as if religious are immature people who dare not grow up and take hold of their own lives. Western society is marked by a profound distrust of institutions. This is true of all institutions – the government, business administrations, the police – including the church. Institutions are seen as imprisoning us in their own agenda. Freedom is freedom from constraint by anyone. It is an infringement of our liberty for anyone to tell us what to do, whether it is government, the church, or even one’s husband or wife. So how can one promise to belong forever?

Today vast numbers of religious have left their communities and live in flats alone. Sometimes this is good for apostolic reasons. Sometimes it is because they suffered so much from a suffocating understanding of community life, that they still hurt too much to cope with it. But we shall never attract young people unless we build community. How can we invite them to belong to us, unless we dare to belong to each other? In a world that is scared of commitment, we religious should be a sign of the freedom to belong. It is the freedom of Jesus, who placed himself in the hands of his disciples, knowing what they would do. This is my body, and I give it to you. Do with me what you will.

So we can think of a vocation as having a double dimension. We place ourselves in God’s hands, promising to let ourselves go on being surprised. And we place ourselves in our brothers’ and sisters’ hand, daring to belong.

Our three intersecting stories

There is ‘my story’, the story that I tell about my life and which gives me a sense of identity and meaning. There is ‘our story’, the story which any group – a nation, a family or a religious order – tells which says who we are, and what it means to be one of us. Finally, there is ‘the story’, which is the story of creation and redemption, which takes us from the alpha to the omega. A vocation to be a religious is one way of living the dynamic relationship between these three sorts of story. We find our home in the interplay between them.

Earlier I discussed the relationship between ‘my story’ and ‘the story’. We saw how Peter the fisherman found his regular life disrupted. He was caught up into something bigger. He became part of the Gospel story, which wrenched him out of Galilee and propelled him to Jerusalem and Rome. His story became part of the story of redemption. The important story is no longer his autobiography but this larger story in which he discovered who he was. The real story of Peter does not go from his birth to his death. It is part of a story that goes from creation to the kingdom. As religious we try to be signs of that longer narrative, the pilgrimage of humanity, with all its surprises and its hope.

Now I want to look at another dynamic, which is that between my story and our story. When Peter left his nets and followed Jesus, he had to learn to say “we” in a new way. He was no longer a member of the fishing community. He was one of the disciples. He embraced a new sort of belonging. In fact he did more than that. He was part of making a story in which we could belong too. It is a story which tells of the birth of our home in the church, where we can all belong. The moment Peter follows Jesus, he surrenders control over his story.

So what sort of stories do we tell so that people may join our communities and learn to say “we”, we Mercy Sisters, we Carmelites, we Redemptorists? Is it a “we” that extinguishes the story that I might tell of myself? Does it turn me into an identical friar, just a member of the Dominican pack of hounds, or does it free me into a belonging in which I am strong and free? What sort of home do our stories offer?

What are the sorts of stories we tell now? Do they create a space in which new brothers and sisters may find a home? I know that with the Dominicans we sometimes fall into the temptation to tell stories of the great and glorious. We tell stories of Dominic, Albert the Great, Martin de Porres, Fra Angelico, Congar and so on. It looks as if these are the real Dominicans. But this can have two unintended side effects. The young might wonder whether they can be the heirs of such a tradition. What space is there here for the ordinary, the mediocre, the fragile and fallible friar or sister, with struggles and victories and defeats? Can I belong with these heroes?

We need stories not just of the friars who thrived and became famous but those who struggled on, failed and picked themselves up again, ordinary people. 

Transformation starts with self-forgetfulness

Becoming ‘one of us’ requires a slow travail, a rebirth at a deep level. I will suggest just three elements in this process of transformation. I am sure that you will think of others. First of all we have to learn a self-forgetfulness that leads to a self-discovery; secondly, we need to learn how to engage in conversation with those who are different from us and yet the same. Finally, our brethren or sisters help us to discover who we are. They are the co-authors of any story that I may tell of myself.

Let us begin with self-forgetfulness. Almost the first words of Peter in Luke are, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, Lord.” His last words at the Council of Jerusalem are, “We believe that we shall be saved through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, just as [the Gentiles] will”. He begins with himself, focused on his sinfulness, and he ends with the grace that makes possible a new “We”. This is a passage that passes through crisis, failure and forgiveness. It passes through that awful moment in which he says, “I do not know the man.” The passage from “I” to “we” passes through a terrible moment of forgetfulness, when he forgets both who he is and who is his Lord.

Self-forgetfulness is extremely hard in our culture because of the way our culture consecrates a particular sort of individualism, the modern understanding of self, starting from Descartes, is founded on self-consciousness. Cogito ergo sum. I can think of myself thinking and so I exist. Self-consciousness is where we start from, and so self-forgetfulness might almost feel like mental suicide. Forget yourself and you might cease to exist at all.

Yet the profound insecurity of modernity means that we need all the assurance that we can get that we really do exist. We have to go on pinching ourselves, as it were, to be assured that there is someone there. So much modern spirituality is the cultivation of the self. New Age spirituality is sometimes called “self spirituality.” The self is sacred, and I must tend it with care. Meditation, gurus, Eastern wisdom all may be called upon to make me the sort of person that I would like to be. The self is stuck at the centre. As Noel Coward once said, “I am afraid that there is not enough time to talk about both of us. Let’s talk about me.”

Someone once wrote to a famous Rabbi, the Lubavitcher Rebbe, saying that he was deeply unhappy. He wrote, “I would like the Rebbe’s help. I wake up each day sad and apprehensive. I can’t concentrate. I find it hard to pray. I keep the commandments, but I find no spiritual satisfaction. I go to the synagogue but I feel alone. I begin to wonder what life is about. I need help.” And the Rebbe just sent the letter back underlining the first word of each sentence. And it is always the same one, “I”.

A vocation is always being called to leave the centre of the stage, to give up being the still point at the middle of the universe and to join humanity. One has to dare to let go of the branch of selfhood and drop off. But how can I do that? The more that I command myself to stop thinking about myself, the more I am aware of myself doing so. Many of Jesus’ parables are designed to do just that. They liberate us from narcissism. Think of the parable of the Good Samaritan. The lawyer asks Jesus, “Who is my neighbour?” There he is, smack in the middle. He wants to know who is neighbour to him. But the parable turns him inside out. It concludes with Jesus asking, “Who proved neighbour to the man who fell among robbers?” It is the wounded man who is now the focus.

This self-forgetfulness is true humility. Humility is not thinking ill of oneself, considering oneself a worm and now man. In Rome sometimes I used to get driven crazy when I received letters from Spanish nuns ending with the words, “the least worthy of all your sisters, the most unworthy of all your Dominican sisters, etc.” There was hot competition in the humility stakes! Thanks to humility I rest in myself, content to be who I am. It is a self-acceptance that is not self-satisfaction. And having accepted who one is, then one is free to forget oneself.

Passion takes us beyond self

According to Buddhism one of the ways in which we break the bonds of narcissism is through the extinction of the passions. We still the desires that bind us to the self. And maybe Christianity has something to learn here. But it is also the case that it is our passions which can liberate us from self-preoccupation. If people want to join religious life, then I hope that it is because of some passion rather than to find refuge from a dangerous world. It almost does not matter what they are passionate about, as long as they are passionate! A vocation needs to be germinated by some fire – like the eucalyptus trees that can only seed and germinate when there is a forest fire that cracks the shell.

The search can be a passion that drives one to take risks, and carries one where one does not expect. It may be a passion for justice and peace. One may be so touched by the pain of others and the injustice that they suffer that the carapace of self-preoccupation  is cracked open. Graham Greene wrote that we discover we have a soul when we are made sorrowful by the sorrow of another.

Ultimately of course, it is that love of others that breaks open our self-containment. As an Irish Benedictine called Mark Hederman wrote, “Love is the only impetus that is sufficiently overwhelming to force us to leave the comfortable shelter of our well-armed individuality, shed the impregnable shell of self-sufficiency, and crawl out nakedly into the danger zone beyond, the melting pot where individuality is purified into personhood.”

Somehow we must stoke up the fires of a humble ambition. Our young should grow in the passionate ambition to do great things for the Lord. Each vespers we sing the Magnificat, which tells how, through a young girl, the Lord did marvellous things. We should expect that the Lord will do marvellous things through our young, things that you or I could never do. For St. Thomas, hope and humility go together. Hope teaches one to dream of great deeds. Humility ensures that they are the great things the Lord may wish me to do and not the great deeds of some imaginary superfriar.

Sharing life with those who are different

So a vocation is a summons to belong. It is the freedom to say “we”. And the first step into this freedom is liberation from self-preoccupation, letting go the centre of the stage. The second stage is learning to share my life with those who are different. Peter is summoned out of he secure and familiar world of the fishing community, and invited t belong to a community of people who are very different from himself. In Luke and Acts the whole narrative carries him toward encounter with Paul. It is hard to imagine a greater contrast and tension than between the Galilean fisherman and the sophisticated Rabbi from Tarsus. One feels that Peter must have oscillated between loving Paul and hating him. And yet both will end up by taking the same road to Rome and die as martyrs. Rome evolved as the centre of Christianity because it was the burial place of these two such different people. No community of the likeminded would be a sacrament of the kingdom. Acts gives us a glimpse of the birth pains of the Church, in which Peter and Paul could both say “we”.
Are our religious communities signs of the kingdom? Do we try to recruit people who are like us, people with whom we are at ease because we agree? Do we wish to live in communities of the likeminded? The church in the Americas is profoundly polarised, perhaps more so than in any other part of the world. One senses a deep division between progressives and liberals. Each side has their own theologians and gurus, newspapers and periodicals, seminaries and faculties. In this polarised church, religious life should be a prophetic sign, a sign of contradiction. Often religious see this as meaning that we should be the party of opposition. And this is often the role. But at this moment might we dare to be a real sign of something new, a place in which polarisation is transcended? Might we have a new prophetic vocation now, to be a place in which the wall of hostility is broken down, and the church learns to again say “we?” A community of the likeminded, whether of the left or the right, is a sign of nothing but itself. To be prophetic is sometimes to be against. That was the great saying in France in the good old sixties: Me, I am against. But maybe what is really prophetic in the new millennium is to labour to create new spaces in the church in which divisions are transcended.

The most intense pain is to be one with those who are simultaneously like me and unlike me, part of my identity and yet people who are against what I see as central to my identity. This is why tensions are most painful within the family. One can be intolerant and upset if a sibling holds views that one would happily tolerate in a friend. Think of the bitterness of relationships between Northern Irish Catholics and Protestants.

This is often the major drama of the novitiate! I break with my past and join this community. I look to find brothers who will be like me, and who will share my dreams, who will think and talk like me, and damn it, look at the other novices! I come as a young liberal Catholic, with intellectual openness, and Brother X believes that no one can be a true Dominican or Catholic unless they accept every word of the CDF. I come to the order passionate for justice and peace, and here is my brother who votes Republican and supports the war in Iraq. I come to the order to find a home, and there in the centre of my home is this viper.

So central to becoming a brother or sister is learning to engage in conversation with those whose convictions and identities are different. This requires an act of imagination. One has to imagine how someone to whom one belongs, and who agrees with so much that one holds dear and shares one’s life, may yet hold views which seem wrong and even absurd. One has to project oneself beyond the framework of one’s way of seeing the world, and enter the skin of another, and see through their eyes. This is an act of intellectual charity. One has to learn to love if one is to see. This cracks open the ego.

Iris Murdoch wrote, “The great artist sees his objects in a light of justice and mercy. The direction of attention is, contrary to nature, outward, away from the self which reduces all to a false unity, towards the great surprising variety of the world, and the ability so to direct attention is love.”

The paradox is when we do love them, then we discover that they are beyond imagination. We shall always go on being surprised by them. Imagination leads us to its limits, the unimaginable other. The vows are promises to go on letting God surprise us. They are also the promise to go on letting our brothers and sisters surprise us too.

One way to protect ourselves from the other is to decide that one always knows what they are about to day, and who they are. We thus make ourselves invulnerable to surprise. Becoming one of the brethren means being deeply bound up with people who remain surprises, and whose views one cannot anticipate or even comprehend.

