[image: image1.jpg]


Capitulum generale Ordinis fratrum minorum

S. Mariae Angelorum  2003

Timothy Radcliffe

Joy and Peace

Lecture for the General Chapter of the Franciscans

June 2003

It is a wonderful joy for me to be with you today. When I was Master of the Dominicans, the relationship with your Order was so important for me. I had a real friendship for both Br. Herman and Br. Giacomo, and our Councils often celebrated together. 

I have been asked to share a few thoughts about mission with you . Of course Franciscan and Dominican ideas about mission are very similar and very different. We have a long shared history of mission. The very first official Church document sending the Franciscans on mission, written by Honorius III in 1225, was also addressed to the Dominicans. We were sent together to as missionaries to North Africa. It is also true that we often fought, but brothers do. 

When I read Br.Giacomo’s relatio to this General Chapter, it was just like the one I wrote for our last Chapter. We face the same challenges and we even have similar projects: an international community in Brussels, the strengthening of the community in Istanbul, renewal in North Africa etc.  And fo course we have a common presence at the Human Rights Commission in Geneva. Sometimes I had to stop and check that I was not reading myself. But we are also very different, as Francis and Dominic were different. And so I hope that what I say will be useful. If not, then I will console myself by remembering one of my brethren who gave a lecture in the USA. When he sat down the applause was a little tepid. And so he turned to his neighbour and he said, ‘I hope that the lecture was not that bad.’ And the man replied, ‘I do not blame you; it’s the people who invited you to speak I blame’!

First, an introductory remark: You are reflecting on mission during a time of crisis for religious life. Most religious orders share the same difficulties that you do, with a shortage of vocations in some parts of the world, and departures. In his relatio Br. Giacomo says, ‘In these years the Order has fallen rapidly in numbers, and this will be even more marked in years to come.’ In a time of crisis it is easy to loose the daring of mission and to turn inwards. It is tempting to become preoccupied with survival, so that each Province looks to its own needs and forgets the mission of the whole Order, and each friary thinks of its own survival and forgets the Province, and each friar forgets his brethren and thinks only of his own needs. Once we start thinking in terms of survival, then we are finished. Why should any young person join us so that we may survive? But in this Chapter you have chosen not to do that, but to think of mission.

The first thing is not to fear this crisis. Your mission is rooted in sharing the life of Christ. And Christ’s life was marked by crisis. Indeed his mission comes to its ultimate crisis in the Last Supper. Jesus has gathered his disciples around him, but the community is about to explode. Judas has already sold him; Peter is about to deny him. Most of the other disciples will run away. Jesus’ life is drifting towards failure and defeat. But it is at this moment of crisis that he performs that most hopeful gesture; he takes bread and gives it to the disciples saying ‘This is my body given for you’. When the community is coming to pieces, he proclaims the new covenant. Every Eucharist that we celebrate enacts the memory of this crisis endured and transcended. We have nothing to fear from crises. The Church was born in one. To follow Christ is to pass through crises. Our Orders have lived through so many: for you the death of Francis, and for us both the crisis of the Black Death, of the Reformation, the French Revolution, the painful and glorious years after the Vatican Council. Crises are the stepping-stones to the Kingdom.

Franciscans even more than Dominicans have always stressed that mission is rooted in your way of life, your being. As Br. Giacomo says in his relatio: ‘more than geographical, the mission of the Franciscan is anthropological.
’  My intuition is that at the heart of your mission is St Francis’ joy. Your Rule commands you to go through the world, ‘in joy and gladness’. No one will believe that a miserable preacher is the bearer of good news. As Nietzsche wrote, ‘ Christ’s disciples should look more redeemed’. 

St Francis and his early brethren were filled with joy. The letters of Clare are filled with joy. And this is true also of Dominic and his first brethren. Dominic was often described as a man who laughed with his brethren. This is the most fundamental authority of the preacher. The story is told of how one day a group of novices got the giggles during Compline. And a senior brother told them off for laughing in Church. But Jordan of Saxony, Dominic’s successor, gave him a rocket and said to the novices, ‘Laugh to your hearts’ content and don’t stop on that man’s account. You have my full leave, and it is only right that you should laugh after breaking from the devil’s thralldom….Laugh on then, and be as merry as you please.’  A miserable friar could not be a member of the Order of Preachers. 

Cardinal Suhard, a former Archbishop of Paris, once wrote that ‘‘To be a witness does not consist in engaging in propaganda nor even in stirring people up, but in being a living mystery. It means to live in such a way that one’s life would make no sense of God did not exist.
’  People will be drawn to the gospel if they find in us an inexplicable joy, which makes no sense if God does not exist. They should be attracted and puzzled by our joy. It should be a living question mark and an invitation. Once I was walking back alone at night through the old city of Jerusalem, and saw through a door a room full of Hassidim who were dancing. When I saw their joy then I saw their faith. 

Francis stressed that your life is an entry into the life of Jesus. And the mission of Jesus began with the Father’s joy at his baptism. He emerges from the water and a voice is heard saying, ‘You are my beloved Son; in you I am well pleased.’ The fons et origo of Jesus’ mission is the joy that the Father has in the Son, and the joy which the Son has in Father, which is the Holy Spirit. Meister Eckhart, the German Dominican mystic, says that at the heart of God’s life is this uncontainable laughter. ‘The Father laughs at the Son and the Son laughs at the Father, and the laughter brings forth pleasure and the pleasure brings forth joy, and the joy brings forth love.’
  He says that God’s joy is like a horse galloping around a field, kicking its heels in the air for fun. 

All of our preaching is an invitation to people to find their home in that joy. Jesus began his mission in going out to feast and drink with tax collectors and prostitutes. He took pleasure in being with them; he delighted in their company. The Church has nothing to say on anything, and especially about morality, until all people find in the Church a place of joy, in which God delights in their very being. The most marginal people, whose lives are mess and who do not live according to the rules of the Church, should nevertheless find in us a community which says, ‘It is wonderful that you exist.’  Preachers should be touched by an incomprehensible joy, which stands like a question mark. Why are these people so happy? What is their secret? 

In this Chapter you are thinking of the mission of the Order in a new context, the global village in which most human beings are neighbours. I believe that Franciscan joy has a special witness to give here. First of all it is a joy that springs from poverty, which will seem mad in this world in which money rules. Secondly it is a joy that dreams of the Kingdom, and which is vital for world which has lost its dreams for the future. 

The joy of Francis was that of a poor man who received everything as a gift. Because he owned nothing, then he lived in a world of utter generosity. Every meal was a present. It is said that at the Chapter of the mats, he astonished St. Dominic with his confidence that the 5000 Franciscans would be fed by gifts (I Fiorreti 18)! Naturally Dominican historians doubt the historicity of this story. 

This begging was more than optimism. It was a way of being in the world, which saw everything as gift. St. Francis was a man who was always astonished by the gifts thatGod gave him; food and drink, light and water, brothers and sisters, and even existence. G. K Chesterton said that he ‘taught us the grammar of gratitude
’. To be a beggar was to live in a world of gifts, and so Francis had always the joy an eternal Christmas. This sense of gift was central to Thomas Aquinas’ theology too. He believed that if you saw the world with clarity, with Veritas, truth, then you saw that everything is a gift from God. So Franciscan and Dominican joy is rooted in seeing the world with gratitude. 

Francis’ rejected the world of his father, who was a merchant, a man of the market. But since that day the whole world has become a market place. Everything has become a commodity, with a price. In the time of Francis and Dominic, no one thought that one could absolutely own land. One might own its use but the land belonged to God. According to Aquinas, all private ownership was conditional upon the common good of all humanity. But gradually everything has been put up for sale in the market place that is the modern world: land and water, and above all human beings. Now four or five major international companies are competing for the ownership of all seeds, and so of the fertility of the land. Some even wish to own the DNA map of humanity, and so take possession of our very natures. So the joy of Il Poverello contradicts the modern way of looking at reality. It opens our eyes to a fresh way of seeing the world.  It is certainly my experience that the happiest brethren are those who are poorest. They live in a world of gifts, and when they speak of God then their words have authority.  And if you do not know how to get rid of your wealth, then you could give it the Dominicans and then see who was happiest!

Franciscan joy offers another challenge to our global village. There is a Utopian quality to it. It is the joy of those who already have one foot in the Kingdom. One can see this especially in the stories of St Francis and the animals. These do more than suggest that he liked pets. When he preaches to the birds or reconciles the citizens of Gubbio to the wolf, then we glimpse the Kingdom breaking in now, when ‘The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid, and the calf and the lion and the fatling together and a little child shall lead them’.(Isaiah 11.6).  

When he preaches to the fish, we are told that the fish went away happy (I Fiorreti 72). I am a typical Dominican because my first reaction to that story is to wonder how you can know if a fish is happy! We have a different relationship with animals, and perhaps this is because we are animals, the Domini Canes, the dogs of the Lord, and so you should be kind to us! St Albert the Great was interested in fish, but because he wished to understand them. He wanted to know if they made noises or not when they mated, and he offered ostriches bits of metal to see if it was true that they ate it. He did keep a pet snake that got drunk and flopped around the cloister
. 

This Utopian Franciscan joy offers an invitation to our postmodern world. We live in a society that has largely lost its dreams of the future. I grew up in a culture that still believed that humanity was going somewhere. For some it was a Capitalist Paradise and for others a Socialist Paradise. But there was the shared belief in a future, which was often called Progress. The cars and planes got faster every year. Countries were liberated from the tyrannical rule of Great Britain. Even the food in England got better. One could eat frogs’ legs and snails. The Kingdom must be nigh! These dreams were summed up in the famous speech of Martin Luther King, on August 28th 1963, ‘I have a dream’. The dream was of freedom, when ‘when all of God's children, black men and white men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, "Free at last! free at last! Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!’  

Forty years later, those dreams have largely been lost. The Berlin Wall has fallen, the Cold War is over, but as Fukuyama wrote, history has ended. We live in the Now Generation, which fears to think of tomorrow. There is little shared sense of humanity being on the way to a common destiny, a triumph over poverty and injustice. We have had some victories; Apartheid has been destroyed and the Soviet Empire is no longer. But there a few places, like Brazil under President Lulu, which offer the hint that dreams may still come true. Part of your Franciscan mission is surely to renew humanity’s dreams. It is a joy that refuses resignation and fatalism. For this you need an eschatological joy, a foretaste of the happiness of the Kingdom. This Utopianism can go wrong, as with the followers of Joachim of Fiore, the Fraticelli. We do need to dream if the gospel is to be preached. Oscar Wilde wrote that no map of the world is accurate which does not include Utopia. 

So Franciscan mission challenges both the mentality of the market, in which everything is to bought and sold, by a joy in God’s generosity. And it is an eschatological joy that keeps alive the adventure of our pilgrimage. If you are to renew your mission then you need to reflect upon how to keep that joy alive in your communities. Are the brethren joyful in fraternity? This implies a real care for each other’s happiness. We need to be attentive to the happiness of our brothers. If we do not, then our preaching will be empty. We need to take pleasure in our brothers, and delight in their being. However difficult they may be, and sometimes crazy, yet we can learn to see them as God sees them, which is to delight in their very existence. St Francis asks us to rejoice over the good that the Lord does and says through the brethren. We need to express that delight. When Friar Rinieri was passing through a time of suffering and despair, he needed Francis just to tell him that he loved him, which he did: ‘Friar Rinieri, dearest son, thee I love above all the friars in this world; thee I love with a singular love.’ (I Fiorreti 27). Do we so care for the brothers’ happiness? Do we tell them? Are our eyes open to see them as gifts from God? 

We also need to be attentive to the dreams of the brethren. Most people are attracted to religious life by dreams of a transformed life. This is probably especially so of Franciscans. Il Poverello captures the hearts of the young. When the young come to us they will find that their dreams are far from the ordinary reality of humdrum religious life, where they must live with people who are no better than most people in the world. This is a shock and disillusionment. The dreams fade and the young may grow sad and cynical and even go. We need to find ways of forming our young as realistic dreamers, with something of the same Utopian joy of Francis. We need friars whose eyes are open to see us as we are, faulted, sinful and weak, and who still dream. We need to encourage them to have mad projects, like Francis’ wild scheme to go and convert the Sultan. We need to let them try and sometimes fail and dream again. This is surely part of your Franciscan mission to the world in which the Now Generation does not look beyond tomorrow.  

A true deep Christian joy is linked with the capacity for sorrow at suffering. Otherwise it is just a blind jollity. If our hearts are not open to suffering, then our joy will be just a vacuous cheerfulness. St Francis’ joy is inseparable from the stigmata. When he beholds the seraph on Mount La Verna, ‘he was filled with sweetness and sorrow mingled with wonder. Joy he had exceeding great….but he suffered unspeakable grief and compassion’
 And St Dominic was described as laughing by day with the brethren and weeping at night with God over the sin and suffering of the world. We need to share not just Christ’s passion but his passions: joy, sorrow and even anger. We can only be deeply joyful if we are touched by the crucifixion of this world, and the Christ’s stigmata, born by the poor. 

The World Wide Web connects vast numbers of human beings on the planet. It is a network in which information, news, culture, and above all money circulate. It is a wonderful new world, though sometimes when Br Giacomo has looked at the e-mails that have arrived every day, I bet he longed for the computer sometimes to break down. But the World Wide Web only includes part of humanity. Perhaps 60% of all human beings have never used to a phone. Most of Africa is excluded. 

But there is a larger network from which no one escapes, and which is largely invisible, and that is the global community of violence. The criminal network is much wider than that of legitimate trade and it is growing. Three of the largest industries today are the exportation of drugs, arms and prostitutes. It is fueled by the immense poverty and inequality of the world, which drives peasants all over the world to cultivate cocaine and heroin, and millions of women and children to sell their bodies. Now there is a growing trade is in body parts. When the poor have nothing left to sell, then they sell their kidneys and their corneas. This is the crucifixion of the poor. For most people in the West this violence is largely hidden. On September 11th 2001, it exploded before our eyes. On that day, the violence came home. All that we have tried to avoid seeing became harshly visible. Franciscan joy will be superficial unless it is deepened by sorrow at the violence and suffering of this world.  The people bear Christ’s wounds. 

From the beginning Franciscan preaching was linked with making peace. Francis grew up in a violent world. There was the violence of the cities of Northern Italy. He preached by making peace, most beautifully between the wolf and the citizens of Gubbio. One of the first great preaching missions of the Franciscans was in 1233, the Great Devotion. Once again it was a shared mission with the Dominicans. Preaching was above all the reconciliation of enemies. Often the climax of the sermon was a public kiss of peace. The friars usually had the authority to release prisoners and to forgive debts. It was the healing of the community. But Francis was also confronted with the violence of the Crusades against Islam, which he refused in his visit to the Sultan. How can his brethren be preachers of peace in this violent and crucified world?

First of all we must present in these places of suffering. This means that we must take the risk of exposing ourselves to the violence of this world. The Early Rule quotes Matthew, ‘Behold I am sending you out as sheep among wolves
’.  The first requirement is to be there, vulnerable and unprotected against the violence of the world. Not all wolves can be easily tamed as that of Gubbio. I have been astonished traveling as Master of the Dominicans to find that in every dark and violent place that I visited, there was the Church. There were priests and religious, especially sisters. When everyone else had gone – the business people, the diplomats, even most of the Aid agencies, we stayed. 

Pierre Claverie was a French Dominican who was Bishop of Oran in Algeria. He was assassinated in 1996 by Islamic fundamentalists because of his opposition to violence. His clergy urged him to flee when it became clear that they would kill him, but he stayed. Just a few weeks before he was murdered, he wrote:

‘The Church fulfils her vocation when she is present on the ruptures (it sounds better in French!), the fractures that crucify humanity in its flesh and unity. Jesus died spread out between heaven and earth, his arms stretched out to gather in the children of God scattered by the sin which separates them, isolates them, and sets them up against each other and against God himself. He placed himself on the lines of fracture born of this sin. In Algeria we are on one of these seismic lines that cross the world: Islam/the West, North/South, rich/poor. And we are truly in our place here, because it is in this place that one can glimpse the light of the Resurrection.’

But your earliest Rule adds a typical Franciscan nuance. ‘One way to be present is not to engage in arguments and disputes [like the Dominicans of course!] but to be subject to every human creature for God’s sake. (1 Peter 2.13)’. As your Rule says, the poor are your masters (GG.CC 93). 

I remember a French Dominican who came to stay in Oxford in the seventies, in order to learn Bengali, in preparation for his mission to India. For years he had been a worker-priest in Citroen, but now felt summoned by a new mission. I once asked him what were his plans when he arrived? What project had he planned? And he replied that he had no plans. He went to serve the poor, and the poor would tell him what he was to do. Being subject to every human creature for God’s sake means that we work with their perception of their needs. We do not come in with pre-packaged programmes to help them, but we let them tell us what they need. That is your joy.

This is above all so when you are present in the places where religions encounter each other. The violence of this world is increasingly linked to religion. It is often the world religions that give a voice to all the pain, the poverty and the sense of injustice that the poor feel. It is religion, and especially Islam, which articulates a protest against the great wave of Western so-called culture that is devouring the world and destroying local cultures. And so where it is where religions meet and clash that we need Franciscans, who are subject to every human creature for God’s sake. 

We are growing in Eastern Europe, and so are encountering the Orthodox. We need to be present as those who serve these other faiths. Do we help to strengthen and renew the Orthodox in Russia, or do they experience our presence as competitive and undermining? Are we helping the Orthodox to get beyond the sterile times of the Soviet Empire? You, like, the Dominicans, have made mission to Islamic countries a priority for the Order. Are we there to serve Muslims, as they struggle to see how to face modernity, or are we there primarily to get converts? When Pierre Claverie was buried, a thousand Muslims came to his funeral, and a young Muslim woman gave her testimony. She said, ‘Pierre brought me back to my faith. He was the Bishop of the Muslims.’ 

So we face similar challenges to Francis, urban violence and inter-religious violence. But there is one thing that is new. Our violence is global. When our brethren and sisters in the Democratic Republic of the Congo suffer from war, then it is linked with the Western countries that give arms in return for diamonds. We are there in the countries that sell the arms and make money from them. We are also there with those that buy them and are killed by them. When there is destitution in parts of Africa, then it is often linked to the immense subsidies which the United States and the European Union give to our farmers and which have destroyed the agriculture of many African States. We are there, voting for or against the politicians who impose unfair trade barriers and profiting from the cheap food, and we are there with those who die of hunger. The deaths of millions of people of AIDS is linked to the resistance of pharmaceutical companies to the production of cheap versions that the poor can afford. We may have shares in those pharmaceutical companies and we are there in the Aids clinics. 

If we are to serve the poor, and let them be our Masters, then it is globally, and where we are in the rich countries as well. We have to become aware of how our Provincial territories are not isolated islands of religious life but part of a whole world order, which brings with it new responsibilities and a new sense of identity. Global world violence needs a global Franciscan response. It is not enough for the brethren in the Congo to address the violence of the Congo. It needs to be addressed by the America, French and British Franciscans as well, for we are all participating in the network of violence. If we think just in terms of our own little local Provinces, then we are stuck in a world that is passing away.

We friars should be at home in this new world, in which national boundaries are ceasing to be so important. We were among the first multinational organizations in history. National boundaries were nothing to Francis and Dominic. Dominic was born in Spain, founded the Order in France and established the headquarters in Italy, and hoped to die preaching to the Cumans in Eastern Europe. We were born in the mini-global village of the thirteenth century. We should flourish in the larger world of the twenty first century. When the Minister General appeals for volunteers for a new international mission, do we hold back and think first of the Province’s needs? If we do, then we are getting stuck in the old world of the nation state. 

A final reflection: How can we speak a strong word to this new world? Faced with the power of the global market, then what strength do we have? Faced with the vast wealth of drugs barons, with the networks of crime, then what can we do? Faced with the indifference of many people to Christianity, then how can we make ourselves heard? When the young do look to religion then it is more likely, at least in the West, to be some watered down Buddhism or New Age pantheism. How can we speak a word that breaks through these barriers of indifference or hostility? 

I think that we are entering a culture that may be highly responsive to the gospel, if we can but find the way of proclaiming it. The old age of industrial capitalism is passing away. The world is no longer driven by the exchange of heavy goods, the export of steel and cars. Power is no longer primarily industrial, harnessing steam, and coal and nuclear power. A new world is emerging and what primarily circulate are ideas, symbols and signs. We are entering ‘the semiotic society’. It is a world of images and icons. A company sells not so much goods as logos, brand names through which people construct identities. Coca Cola is not just a drink but a badge of belonging in the global village. A McDonalds opens the door to world citizenship. 

In the old world of the industrial revolution, then Christianity could often appear weak. What factories did we own? What force could we exercise? As Stalin famously asked, ‘How many divisions does the Pope have?’  Armies and money still matter in this new world, as we have seen in the Iraqi war. But we may be able to preach if we find the right signs and symbols. Symbols and images speak powerfully. The fall of the Berlin Wall was more than the destruction of a physical barrier; the image of the slight frail student in front of the tank in Tiananmen Square was more power than ten tanks.

September 11th was more than a terrible loss of human life and physical damage. It was a symbolic event, in which those symbols of modern travel hit the symbols of Western economic and military power. Those terrorists understand the power of symbolic gestures. Ultimately the only effective reply will be by gestures that speak of peace. One was the death of your brother Friar, Mychael Judge, the chaplain to the firefighters.

Francis was a man of dramatic gestures.  G.K.Chesteron wrote, ‘The things that he said were more memorable than the things he wrote. The things he did were more imaginative than the things he said…From the moment when he rent his robes and flung them at his father’s feet to the moment when he stretched himself in death on the bare earth in the pattern of the cross, his life was made up of these unconscious attitudes and unhesitating gestures
.’  As Thomas of Celano wrote, ‘he made his whole body into a tongue [to proclaim the gospel]
’ Giotto’s frescoes speak more powerfully of Francis than they could of any other saint because they capture the deep meaning of these dramatic moments. We do not know exactly what he said when he visited the Sultan at Damietta. But we see a gesture that spoke more powerfully than any word could. He even sought that ultimate sign which is martyrdom. As Francis de Beer OFM wrote, ‘Francis’ boldness lay in thinking that his martyrdom would speak more to Islam than to the Church. Against the extravagance of the Crusade, Islam required a radical witness which would be the radical opposite. Martyrdom is the conscientious objection raised all those who support the intolerance of a holy war; it is an anti-crusade.
’ 

‘All friars should preach by deeds’, as was written in your earliest Rule (Reg NB 17.3). What are the deeds that you can do that will stir the hidden desire for adventure in today’s world? What signs of the Kingdom can you enact? They can be big public gestures. The Pope is the master of these, as when he went to weep at the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem. Here Jews lament the destruction of the Temple and pray for the Kingdom. His gesture spoke more than a library of books.

Or the gestures can be small and hardly noticed. Three weeks ago I was visited an Aids hospice in Phnom Penh, run by an American priest, Jim. Jim is not a spring chicken, and he is struggling to learn Khmer. I have been to Aids hospices all over the world, but I have never seen such emaciated figures. Some of them get back enough strength to go back to their families for a little while. Most of them come there to die. I watched one utterly skeletal figure of a young man, having his hair washed and cut, with a look of such utter peace on his face that I almost wept. And it would be easy to wonder what difference all this will make to the course of history. A few people live a little longer and then die in dignity. But, my brothers and sisters, that little community spoke a sacramental word that builds the Kingdom.

So keep alive Francis and Clare’s joy. It is this joy that gives authority to our preaching. No one will believe that a miserable preaching brings the good news! It is a joy that opens our eyes to a world of gifts; it is joy that points to the Kingdom and invites us to carry on the adventure. And this means that we must care for the joy of our brethren. We must keep alive their dreams. Ultimately that joy is deepened by vulnerability to the suffering of this world. Without that suffering to hollow our hearts, then the joy will remain superficial. But the suffering of this new world is global, and it requires a global response. We are all next-door neighbours now. We need to be liberated from identities that are too small: ethnic, national or even of our own beloved Provinces. 

Have confidence that gestures and signs and symbols can speak loudly in this world of the World Wide Web. It is wonderful time therefore for a Franciscan mission. It is also a wonderful time for a Dominican mission, but that is another lecture! Dare to find the bold gestures that speak of the Kingdom, and you will be heard. 
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