
 
 

Six “Lines of Fracture” (Pierre Claverie OP): 

Challenges For Our Mission in the 21st Century 
 

0. Prologue      

 

The present document should be understood as a working and “pointer” document for the Fathers of the 2016 Gen-

eral Chapter in Bologna. Its title is “Lignes de Fracture” (Lines of Fracture). With this title we are recalling a concept of 

devised by our brother Pierre Claverie OP (1938-1996). He summoned us to be present at the points of brokenness that 

run across the hearts and unity of humankind – like Jesus himself, torn between heaven and earth, his arms out-

stretched to gather together God’s children: he settled himself, as it were, in these lines of fracture.  

Twenty years after the assassination of fr. Pierre and his driver, Mohammed Bouchikhi, and thirty years after the 

General Chapter of Ávila that put to us the five “borders” of the Order and with this showed us the direction we should 

take for our preaching, we consider it appropriate to think anew of these “places”  in our proclamation. With fr. Pierre, we 

are calling them “lines of fracture”. They mark current challenges which need reflecting on more deeply. 

This document is the product of a working group consisting of brethren of the European Provinces, and so ours is a 

European perspective on the “lines of fracture” and the resultant challenges for our mission. At the same time we are 

convinced that the themes are relevant for every continent.  

The members of this group were:  

 fr. Ignace Berten (Province of Belgium); Espaces Bruxelles 

 fr. Alessandro Cortesi (Province of St. Catherine of Siena, Italy); Institut Giorgio La Pira, Pistoia 

 fr. Thomas Eggensperger (Province of Teutonia, Germany), Institut M.-Dominique Chenu, Berlin 

 fr. Ulrich Engel (Province of Teutonia, Germany), Institut M.-Dominique Chenu, Berlin 

 fr. Bernhard Kohl (Province of Teutonia, Germany), Institut M.-Dominique Chenu, Berlin 

 fr. Claudio Monge (Province of St Dominic, Italy), Istituto degli Studi Domenicani, Istanbul 

At present we recognise at present six “lines of fracture” that challenge us as preaching brothers in our study and 

preaching: 

1. Care for creation as a new border 

2. Identity, subjectivity, corporality 

3. Community 

4. Migrants in Europe – a new challenge 

5. The experience of God in a multi-religious context 

6. Religious Order and the Church 

We go through the individual points systematically, one by one. In each case an analysis follows, then a reflection, 

which we deepen with the addition of theological considerations. To conclude, we have concrete proposals for the Do-

minican mission. 

With this document we hope to offer a helpful stimulus to the Capitulars and the whole Order. 
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1. Care for creation as a new border      

 

1.1. Phenomena 

In our times the sufferings of people in different parts of the world are linked with the sufferings of creation. The cry 

coming from oppressed people is linked to the cry of creation. In the cosmos all kinds of life are linked together: human 

life, the life of peoples and the life of the environment. Leonardo Boff in particular has studied this relationship in depth. 

European states have a particular responsibility with regard to the environmental crisis, which involves all the countries 

in the world: climate change and the exploitation of natural resources are not fate or destiny but concrete consequences 

of political and economical choices. 

As Pope Francis recalls in the first part of his encyclical about care of our common home, phenomena of pollution 

and climate change, the exploitation of earth's resources as drinking water and the loss of biodiversity are not only a 

problem of nature: rather, these phenomena have consequences on human lives: "Human beings too are creatures of 

this world, enjoying a right to life and happiness, and endowed with unique dignity. So we cannot fail to consider the 

effects on people’s lives of environmental deterioration, current models of development and the throwaway culture" 

(Laudato Si, 43). 

The human environment is linked with the natural environment. The deterioration and exploitation of natural envi-

ronment have consequences for the poorest people in the world. They are oppressed by the domination of an economi-

cal system which produces global inequality. In Laudato Si Pope Francis indicates the globalization of a technocratic 

paradigm based on an anthropocentric vision as a new global power which dominates economical and political life. 

Technocracy means a system of governance in which decisions are made by a little group of experts on the basis of 

technological and economical knowledge without consideration of ethical and ecological aspects: a craving for profit 

without consideration for justice and global equity means a new kind of idolatry based on the power of money and 

against human dignity of all people in the world. 

 

1.2. Reflection 

Nowadays care for creation appears as a more and more central issue of our time. The environmental crisis is linked 

in many ways to the economic and social crisis. We are aware that everything is interrelated.  

The same concept of environment opens to consider the relationship between nature and society. The idea or notion 

of an "integral ecology" is central to an attentive attitude to the environment and to a lifestyle open to relationship 

against the logic of exploitation and violence. 

Concern for nature and the poor is fundamentally to develop a deep critique of an economical system which causes 

global inequality. This implies not only an intellectual work but a change of lifestyle too. In this situation our lifestyle and 

spirituality are called to a radical change: we have to seek and practice alternative ways in a different perspective from 

the technocratic paradigm.  

 

1.3. Theological issues 

A new attention to environmental crisis as a 'line of fracture' of our time means a challenge for us to reconsider our 

regard for the theology of creation.  
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The nature-humanity relationship is fundamental to indicating a new way to of acting out our responsibilities as hu-

mans in the world. The dynamic presence of Christ and of the Holy Spirit in the history of creation is a new perspective 

for theology.  

The same idea of salvation as a call to the fulfilment of gift of creation has to be deepened.  

The presence of Holy Spirit from the beginning of creation opens us to consider the presence and the call of the Spir-

it in the movement of nature and in all kinds of life.  

 

1.4. Proposals 

A new consideration of the interrelation between people and environment and between all elements of environment 

prompts research in this field of study to deepen the aspects of how God is calling us today through the sufferings of 

creation. In addition it calls us to search for a new lifestyle.  

The compassion of Saint Dominic is the “type” for the attitude of compassion of Dominican Order founded for the 

salvation of humanity. This attitude is a call to a new vision which considers the suffering of creation. As Dominicans we 

should deepen in studies and permanent research this question of salvation in relationship with the historical situation. 

The life of our communities could be a witness of liberation from the dominant technocratic paradigm, from all the 

models of consumerism (in relationship to things and in relationship to people). Our solidarity with the excluded as the 

image of Jesus and of Dominic who lived the compassion need to find new way of concrete realization, in the field of 

study, and in the witnessing of daily life. 

We should act choices of protecting creation in using energy, in the way we use cars, travel and our choice of holi-

days. We are challenged to care for creation in the way we use our priories, the buildings and the green parts of our 

priories. The criterion of care for creation should be fundamental in the daily life in the structures of our convents. It 

should be a fundamental issue, when restoration of old buildings is necessary or new houses are planned. 

We could deepen our cultural ecology and the ecology of daily life (LS 144; 147-148). A new relationship with nature 

generates a new spirituality in which the aspects of care of creation, as care for interrelation, for beauty, for corporality 

should have space. Our research should be open to choosing a new lifestyle, simpler, without waste of energy, without 

contempt for things and for nature. 

 

2. Identity, subjectivity, corporality      

 

2.1. Phenomena 

The cultural context of European societies proposes in new ways the question of identity. The search for identity re-

veals a need to identify self, often against others, in a pluralistic society. 

The formation of a mature identity is a complex process which takes a whole lifetime. Identity is linked with the de-

velopment of a person's life and is never definitely fixed and accomplished. It implies immediately a consideration of 

relationship. Identity is often considered as an object to maintain or to defend against attacks. Lack of identity is often 

the root of choices of violence against others. But the process of identification implies a movement of becoming auton-

omous and at the same time an openness to be linked to and dependent on others. 
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A first issue: the question of identity is linked nowadays with a new relevance of corporality. We live in a contradicto-

ry context. On the one side human body is considered as an instrument of soul in a dualistic anthropological vision; on 

the other side there's a search of a new harmony between personal identity and nature through an enhancement of the 

body and of all emotional aspects of life. A new search for well-being in bodily life is confronted with desires of liberation 

from the body in a spiritual search. The human body is part of material world and the way we are in the world. Through 

the body we are in the world and have the possibility of communicating with others. Corporality is relevant to defining 

identity. Languages of communication are less intellectual and more emotional and linked to the body.  

A second issue of our cultural context is posed by the approach to identity taken by gender theories. Though some of 

its proposals are radical, the gender approach has positive contribution to make to considering the complexity of human 

life and identity. It proposes a change in the consideration of a fixed determination of sex based on the biological differ-

ence. This approach puts cultural aspects as fundamental and critiques the traditional emphasis on the natural aspects. 

The debate around gender theories is open and needs an attitude of comprehension of the complexity and difference of 

positions. Homosexual and trans-sexual relationships involve not only the sexual sphere of people but imply a deep 

orientation of affectivity. This experience of lot of people is a challenge to deepen the comprehension about the different 

dimensions of human love. 

A third question about identity nowadays is the question of others: a process of individualization and autonomy under 

the pressure of the domination of the ideology of the market in our European societies tends to dissolve all kind of 

commitment and responsibility in relationship with others. 

 

2.2. Reflexion 

The importance of the body and all the diseases linked to the body in our cultural context are to be considered as a 

border of suffering and of the search for the meaning of life in our time. Diseases of body and psyche are often interre-

lated. How to reach a new awareness of the importance of body in human life, linked to our global experience in the 

world? 

Certainly the debate on gender theories provokes a new reflection on the nature/culture relationship in the formation 

of someone's identity. To be a man or woman is not only a result of biological sex but the process of identification un-

doubtedly involving cultural elements. This question demands a more complex anthropological vision. Certainly the 

stress given by the gender theories to the lived experiences has helped in fighting against some forms of marginalisa-

tion and discrimination. 

The question of identity introduces the question of relationship with others as a fundamental problem of our times. 

We need to deepen our understanding of the roots of the attitude of fear in the face of others. Why are we living in a 

society in which others are seen as enemies?  

There is a connection between how we understand personal identity on the one hand, and social identity on the oth-

er. An attitude of closed and autonomous identity can also bring about the idea of a closed society. In the European 

context there's an increasing fear of others and an inward withdrawal. This attitude produces the conviction that the 

solution to preserve personal or communitarian identities could be only putting walls up. How is it possible to face the 

challenge of others, in an openness to the gift which the other is in his or her life? What could be done to deepen the 

dimension of identity as relationship and to become more human in building bridges and open doors of knowledge and 

communication? 
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2.3. Theological issues 

Identity is a process of becoming human with others; identity is a question of relationship with the world, with history, 

with others; identity is a space of dialogue; identity is a question of self-knowledge. All these questions need to be ex-

plored more deeply in a theological perspective: Christian identity is called to become image of Jesus' identity as an 

identity in dialogue with God and with others. 

A new consideration of the body is a theological question that needs to be faced. The body linked to nature and as 

part of the cosmos is not to be seen as an instrument of psychic life, but as a dimension of being in the world and in 

relationship with others and the environment. The importance of the body in the life of Jesus and in the sign of the Eu-

charist is an important reference to deepen a reflection on body in our culture. 

The question of understanding the nature-culture relationship is an important issue to open a dialogue in considera-

tion of gender perspectives. Focus is needed on a new vision of human life and nature which is not fixed and abstract, 

but incarnated in history. We have to think through this relationship in all its complexity. The consideration of different 

way of understanding identity is a challenge in the field of recognizing fundamental human rights to against all kinds of 

discrimination. 

 

2.4. Proposals 

The theology of incarnation is at the centre of our spirituality. A new attention to the body implies an attitude of see-

ing the importance of our bodily life. The search for salvation involves the whole person and the integrity of human expe-

rience in the world. It implies also a new way of considering our common life, as a sign of the integration of identities. In 

the common life we are called to a relationship with others as a way to become able to host and share.  

As Dominicans we have to ask ourselves if and how our communities are open to accept the experience of learning 

to live together in such a way that we accept this complex process of identity. We have to ask ourselves what it means 

to live with others and share our lives. Perhaps we have to search for new forms of living together (with sisters; with lay 

people in our houses) in a perspective of open hospitality.  

The task of accompanying people in this process of building personal identity requires a specific and professional 

competence and should not be seen as a role every person can assume. Our responsibility in accompanying people in 

the ministry needs dialogue and continued formation.  

Dominican spirituality should be open to others of all cultures, beliefs, traditions: salvation for others implies an atti-

tude to deepen the question of identity 'never without others'. The witness of many friars and sisters in the history of 

building bridges between cultures and peoples is a precious heritage by which we can live out hospitality in a world of 

walls and exclusion. An identity in dialogue is at the centre of a spirituality in which the Word of God and human words 

are important. 

 

3. Community      

  

3.1. Phenomena 

Currently in Europe opposing developments can be observed: 
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1. Traditional community forms are dwindling. Traditional community forms in society (for example married couple 

and family as the micro, European Union as the macro), Church (for example, parishes) is changing, weakening 

and/or completely breaking down. The Order itself is encountering this. 

2. Post-traditional community forms. At the same time we see new, post-traditional forms of creating community: 

Guerilla Gardening, City Crowd sourcing, Food Sharing etc. These are not the initiatives of large organisations 

(political parties, trades unions, churches), but rather are organised spontaneously and “from below”, for a lim-

ited amount of time and with completely personal responsibility. They also often demonstrate a conscious spir-

itual orientation. 

 

3.2. Reflection 

Two major societal trends may be observed: 

1. Individualization. The process of [increasing] individualism denotes the autonomy of the individual person. With 

the development of ways of living decided on [by the individual] comes a wealth of new options. These compete 

with the Ligatures that are guaranteed as traditional and institutional by societal cohesion. Where these forces 

of cohesion are absent, mechanisms of exclusion grow stronger (for example, a national(istic) attitude of 

closedness towards refugees, against “Islam”, the privatisation of life in the Order, distance in the life of the 

Church). 

 

This development has consequences for religion and for the Church. Religion and religiosity are not disappear-

ing but are being pushed into the private sphere and therefore become more or less invisible. Religion becomes 

a private matter. At the same time in Western Europe Islam is become more visible (representative construction 

of mosques, more women wearing veils). By many people this diversity will be perceived as a strength, that so-

ciety is changing [for the better]. But there is a lack of knowledge and/or means of dialogue with Muslims. Not a 

few people feel their identity is being threatened. 

 

2. Pluralisation. In the late-modern society of Europe tendencies towards very rapid pluralisation can be observed. 

These concern especially ways of living and lifestyles: cohabitation, single parenthood, people who are single 

by choice, same-sex partnerships, long-distance relationships and married people who choose not to have chil-

dren. In addition, and not least, new cultural and religious diversity ahve come to live side by side as a result of 

migration. Clear long-term delineations of identity (for example, “indigenous” or “foreign” people born to those 

from a migrant background in the second or third generation) are called into question or disintegrate. For many 

people, the decisions they have to make become increasingly difficult. 

 

The major trend towards pluralisation is not simple for the domain of religion either. As a consequence new 

models of belonging develop for individuals, therefore (among others) Multiple Religious Belonging (it means 

simultaneous membership of different and, as far as content is concerned, competing religions and confes-

sions). Interreligious tensions are on the increase. And often religion plays no more role in collective outlooks. 

 

Under the heading of the theme of community, a significant shift is to be taken into account. Whereas in the 

twentieth century, as a century, the real existence of total(itarian) community (National Socialism, Marxism) was 

valid (and individualism was practised as a way of freeing oneself from the control these systems exercised), at 

the beginning of the 21st century people are more likely to want to establish new forms of community. With Ed-

ward Schillebeeckx OP we can understand such a demand, which is so deeply rooted in humanity, as an “an-

thropological constant”.This desire is often a result of experience (for example, one-child families), and is 

strongly individualised in its manifestation. Consequently community is no longer something of quasi-ontological 
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dimensions, that serves as a personal safeguard. Rather, community is something that must always be earned 

anew, and with difficulty!.   

 

3.3. Theological Aspects  

God is in himself, as Trinity, a relationship in the form of community, and incarnated in small groups. In these small 

communities, God’s graced and merciful gaze on all people is concretised in the recognition in each case of the person 

who, as other, is also human and a subject. 

God is a relationship of community with humankind, because, faithful to his covenant, he moves with his People and 

sets them free from slavery. 

God is a relationship of community with his Church, since at the Last Supper (Maundy Thursday) he constituted Je-

sus’ disciples as a sacramental community – all the time knowing that this bond was precarious (betrayal!). And having 

bestowed on them his Spirit (Pentecost) he sent them on mission to humankind. 

The Church, as the Body of Christ, develops new bonds between people – admittedly, not primarily in the form of a 

hierarchically organised institution, but rather as “Church of Churches” (Jean-Marie Roger Tillard OP), in the plurality of 

small communities of disciples. 

 

3.4. Proposals 

With our 800 years of (successful and reflective) experience, we Dominicans can help people to construct a new 

community culture for the 21st century. 

We should open up our own communities further and make them more “porous”: for example to our companions in 

the Dominican Family and our companions in this time in which we live. We invite people to work experimentally to-

wards new forms of community. 

We try to live out a strong Dominican hospitality: depending on those we wish to encounter in a simple life (compare 

[the words of] Bruno Cadoré OP). 

We offer the whole Church our experiences of democratic community leadership and open and transparent dis-

course. 

We commit ourselves at all community and ecclesiastical levels to work against every form of exclusion, and to pro-

mote inclusive structures of recognition. 

 

4. Migrants in Europe – a new challenge      

 

4.1. Analysis 

On several occasions the Order has challenged its members by inviting them to be present in the spirit of the Gospel 

to society’s lines of fracture. For Europe at the moment, migration and exile are clearly one of these painful lines of frac-

ture. 

In the Middle East and in Africa there are countries ravaged by war and political breakdown, often linked with an Is-

lamism which is militant and employs terrorism. As a result, a massive stream of asylum seekers and migrants are arriv-

ing on the European continent. We should not forget the Ukraine either, another current source of exile. These migrants 



8 

 
are fleeing their country because they are being threatened: the exploitation of ore is one source among others of vio-

lent conflicts. These migrants come with others who are leaving their countries owing to famine and the absence of any 

possibility of a decent life. The European states which border the Mediterranean are in the front line of reception, and 

cannot cope. 

The political accord signed with Turkey has offloaded in a shameful manner the responsibility of recognising the right 

of asylum: the fundamental values declared in the European treaties have not been respected. 

 

4.2. Reflections 

The terrorist incidents which have taken place on European soil have resulted in a hardening of attitudes and in-

creasing anti-Muslim feelings. The peoples most affected by this wave of migration are experiencing disquiet, fear and 

too often rejection. 

Europe is divided. There is a refusal on the part of countries to share among themselves the responsibility of receiv-

ing migrants, and division within countries regarding policy. Some accept “good” exiles, that is, Christians, against oth-

ers (the Muslims). Other countries choose “good” immigrants, that is, those who are economically useful (well educat-

ed…). The borders are closing more and more frequently. The situation is exploited by the Far Right with a view to im-

posing authoritarian regimes and the limitation of fundamental rights for all citizens: democracy is being threatened 

more and more. 

Alongside many concrete initiatives gestures of solidarity and welcome, the manner in which the public authorities 

manage reception of migrants is too often injurious to fundamental human rights and dignity.  

 

4.3. Theological Aspects  

Welcoming the poor, welcoming the other is a fundamental value of our faith. 

We call our brothers, sisters and lay Dominicans to this. In season and out of season we are obliged to recall the 

evangelical spirit of welcome, solidarity and fraternity. 

We need to re-evaluate the direction of the European project: solidarity, cooperation, openness, humanism on the 

universal scale. “I dream of a Europe where being a migrant is not a crime but an invitation to a greater engagement in 

the dignity of the whole human being. […] I dream of a Europe which promotes and defends the rights of each person, 

without forgetting the duties towards all. I dream of a Europe where one cannot say that its commitment to human rights 

was its last utopia,” said Pope Francis on receiving the Charlemagne Prize. Europe is in a state of self-doubt; it is divid-

ed in the face of economic and financial globalisation; it is turned in on its own competitive national interests. We must 

recall insistently that the values proclaimed in our founding treaties must be the compass for national and European 

policy, both in internal and international relations. 

We are called to a political discernment which must be simultaneously lucid, reasonable and generous. We can’t do 

everything: we don’t have the means. But priorities need to be set, as well as the reorientation of national public policy 

and European policy, both inspired by the sense of the dignity of every human being. 

 

4.4. Proposals 

Openness, solidarity and cooperation, and an effective political and social generosity require a change in how we 

view people, things and situations: a conversion of the mind and the heart. As Dominicans, both women and men, isn’t 

that where we must situate ourselves with regard to this dramatic challenge of new migratory movement? The Christian 
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public, or those who call themselves Christian, or again those who invoke the Christian roots of Europe, must accept a 

greater challenge in the very name of these Christians roots, and of the Gospel. 

In a number of European countries the Churches – and, for us, that is the Catholic Church – are actively present in 

the area of welcoming migrants, and they publicly campaign for dignity in the reception of migrants. In other countries, 

where the governments have developed a negative discourse, rejecting candidates for asylum and sending them into 

exile, the Church is silent and takes no public distance from this political discourse, nor from the measures which have 

been enacted. We invite our brothers and sisters to speak out freely with words of solidarity and justice in these situa-

tions, and to take the initiative with hospitality and active welcome, as Fr. Pire did in his time. 

 

5. The experience of God in a multi-religious context      

 

5.1. Phenomena 

Just because there is an effective crisis of religions in secular societies, this does not mean a crisis of religiosity or, 

rather, of the sacred. Today this crisis is accompanied by phenomena of new religiosity and affirmation of the sacred. 

Especially in the West, we know that today there is a search for spirituality separated from belonging to traditional 

churches. In this search we can see an attempted reaction to the forces that lead to dehumanization of interpersonal 

relationships, work and social life. This is also an expression of the search for the transcendent, even though it’s not 

identifiable with the official expressions of a traditional religion. 

 

5.2. Reflection 

Religion in society is not independent but is related to other factors: it is the mirror of social contradictions. It may be 

the subject or the function of the dominant forces and it is the place in which dominant economic and cultural values are 

revealed. 

The unquestionable disconnect between individuals and religious institutions is due, according to some people, to a 

crisis in the institutional language of religion which no longer communicates with the same effectiveness and in under-

standable language to people of our time.  

To this we must add the presence of other languages, with different content, which challenge the traditional forms of 

belonging and religious militancy. And what is more foolish, not only in the old Europe, is that many people, although 

formally adhering to an official and historical religion, are not ashamed to lower themselves to magical or pseudo-

religious practices. 

 

5.3. Theological issues 

The  above-mentioned crisis affects in different ways religions: on the one hand, a certain lack of influence on life-

styles, but it is also manifested in terms of conflict of interpretations and guidance. This fragmentation phenomenon 

characterizes not only Christianity but also the Jewish and Islamic world. 

Religious pluralism is what makes it possible to compare and to have a non-violent exchange of views regarding 

matters of religious experience. But first of all it is essential to take into account the existence and importance of other 

experiences / religious traditions. This is possible only when we move within a religious horizon really open to a Tran-

scendence, the existence of which opens – historically – to the need for a plurality of access to the same perspective. 
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We must accept a "relativity" of our language about God that does not mean "relativism", because it is a “relativity” re-

lated to our limited understanding of God and not on God's selfness. 

The question about God is no longer relevant in theoretical and solely metaphysical terms, but it involves a relation-

ship with the historical reality. In other words, the question of God is not primarily the question of a supreme Being, but a 

question about reality. At the heart of this reality, we find human beings, and for Christians every human creature is an 

icon of God and agent of salvation: the encounter with Christ takes place in the encounter with others.  

 In that case, how should we rethink theological inquiry in a Dominican context, once it has taken account of the 

crisis of the Christian narrative of God and in the meeting of religious plurality in a “post-metaphysical world” (the end of 

a systematic vision of theological knowledge and of a deductive theological approach)? First of all, we need a theology 

where the mystery of God is in the world and the world is in God. What is desirable is a service to the Truth that re-

nounces hypostasisation: the Truth is unique but its historical perceptions are manifold. And finally, there is a need to 

think out a new theological anthropology, in which Christ becomes the normative anthropological reference for salvation. 

The "authentically human” has to be the criterion of unity among religions, at the heart of a "deferred symphony" of con-

tributions. 

 

5.4. Proposals 

The "theology of religions" needs to be set free from the limbo of the theological sciences, giving it a proper space in 

the heart of theological thinking and teaching. The Ratio Formationis Generalis needs to be rethought to take into ac-

count this theological approach.  

There is a need not only to identify the institutional training centers of the Order which have a special regard for inter-

faith dialogue (IDEO Cairo, DoSt-I Istanbul and Dominican Peace Center Lahore, but they need to be given serious 

support by the whole Order and not just encouraged (for instance, in creating Summers Courses with credits!). Rather, 

we need to create new places for a communitarian theological elaboration, in listening to the questions of the time (by 

renewing the exercise of intelligence within the dynamic of the faith), and also the questions of unbelievers. 

Some new questions are coming from encounters with other religions. Religious communities are capable of being 

the prophetical witnesses of accepting the challenge of dialogue. Dialogue at different levels - at the level of daily life, of 

religious experience and in theology - is a new field of the experience of faith. 

 

6. Religious Orders and Church      

 

6.1. Phenomena 

The current situation of crisis in religious life is part of the larger crisis of the Church in our times. The process of 

secularization, the emancipation of women, the distance between church teaching and the democratic sense of free-

dom, and the rights inherent in the modern age are some elements of this crisis. In European countries there's a pro-

gressive abandonment of institutional churches and at the same time there is a search of spirituality outside Christian 

churches. 

Religious Orders, female apostolic congregations in particular, are suffering a progressive ageing of their members, 

and very few young people are entering. In post-modern society religious orders are experiencing a lack of significance 



11 

 
and recognition in the Church and in our world. Nevertheless, this situation opens spaces to new experiences and a 

new creativity. 

 

6.2. Reflection 

The new atmosphere in the Church after the election of Pope Francis has reopened the movement of reform of the 

Catholic Church which Vatican II urged 50 years ago. Nevertheless, for some people this is too late, because of the 

change of situation. The attention to the issue of justice and peace in the context of a world of inequalities, the centrality 

of the question of poverty of the Church, care for excluded people, workers, migrants, are very striking messages com-

ing from Pope Francis and accompanied by symbolic gestures.  

We are aware of the distance of hierarchy of the Church in relationship to this new orientation and the difficulties in 

the process of reception of Vatican II in a new and different social and cultural context.  

People of this time usually see the Catholic Church as an institution very far from the life of our contemporaries, 

speaking an incomprehensible language of duty and norms without [lived] coherence in poverty and solidarity with peo-

ple.  

The religious orders are experiencing a time of desert and loss of role and power. They often have to administrate 

institutions or buildings and this responsibility entails lot of energy and they turn away from their apostolic mission. They 

are experiencing a crisis of ageing and demographic, because their forces are diminishing.  

But there are deeper dimensions to this crisis: 

In our time we are facing a challenge to rethink the specific mission of communities in a context of individualization 

and privatization of life, in secularized societies marked by the power of technocracy, the domination of money and a 

fragmentation of social bonds.  

Parish structures are still centred on sacramental activities, while fewer and fewer people attend church liturgies. 

It's a time of transformation in which we have to accept the possibility of a certain form of Christianity dying. A new 

form of living the Gospel could be searched for, one open to the search for the spiritual, to dialogue at many levels, to 

hospitality, and to solidarity with the poor. 

It's a time in which we have to accept the poverty of becoming witness of the gospel without secure structure. This 

implies abandoning in concrete ways pretentions of power and listening to the new social situation. 

The deprivation of community life is a sign of our times and a new border in which we could see a calling to a renew-

al of our witness of the Gospel.  

Perhaps we have to consider a new simpler way of living the Gospel outside the forms of complex structure, or 

abandoning a way of teaching which has become incomprehensible. 

 

6.3. Theological aspects 

The ecclesiology of Vatican II’s Lumen Gentium, based on the relevance of the People of God is a challenge for reli-

gious orders. Historically, they have structured their existence as the best way of being Christians. A new relationship 

between lay people and religious should be built in the context of an ecclesiology of communion open to the history of 

humanity, as a journey towards peace. 

New questions are coming from encounters with other religions. Nowadays there are new challenges to search for 

the Kingdom of God in openness to all religious searches for truth and salvation. This movement calls into question a 

Church centred in herself with a feeling of superiority towards others. Religious communities, in their orientation to the 
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Gospel and to a radical way of follow Jesus, are capable of taking on these new challenges. Religious communities 

could be the prophetical witnesses of accepting the challenge of dialogue. Dialogue at different levels - at the level of 

daily life, of religious experience and in theology - is a new field in the experience of faith. 

The question of real participation in the life of the Church and of a new significance of the Gospel for new genera-

tions is a challenge. Religious orders have a freedom to propose new ways of mission, of dialogue, of lifestyles, in atten-

tion to the concrete life together. 

The role of women is central in modern societies, as well as attention to human rights. In the Church there is a prob-

lem to solve about the presence and role of women in ministries and in promoting the experience of faith in the people 

of God.  

 

6.4. Proposals 

The Dominican Order has a democratic structure, and a dynamic orientation to mission. Life at the border of religions 

and cultures is a challenge today.  

The Order came into existence for the salvation of humanity, and today we have to address the quest for salvation in 

different ways. The main concern should be not worrying about our survival, but being present where people are search-

ing for concrete possibilities of how to live, and are searching for the meaning of life. 

In the Dominican Order we should reconsider the meaning of our key-words and our key-experiences: prayer, liturgy, 

common life, study, mission… All these elements are parts of our lives which permit us to experience the freedom of the 

Gospel and mission in dialogue. We have to rethink all these issues in relation to the situation of the 21st century. 

 A new ecumenism and interreligious dialogue is possible in caring together for social justice in a world marked by 

inequalities: a theological reflection could help the Church to open to a hermeneutical theology in attention to the signs 

of times. The life of our communities should be renewed in the perspective of fraternity, which would accept dying to a 

way of a Christianity open to the human search to salvation. 

Our common life could be the space of a new experience of creating spaces of fraternity in a fragmented world not 

only in a theoretical way, but in the real practice. 

As Dominicans we need to have a self-critical analysis about our relationship with women and the condition of wom-

en in the Order. There is a permanent clerical way of understanding this relationship within the Order.  

Often the life in our communities is structured in a hierarchical way. We have to face these attitudes in a self-critical 

analysis. We have democratic structures for our government, but we don't use them as an example for others.  

Our mission in a fragmented world should not be oriented towards building new structures or systems of clerical 

power. We are called to solidarity with people, to be near to people as they search; we need to be listening to their ex-

periences and giving stress to the experiences of faith instead of doctrinal precision. Solidarity with people implies an 

attitude of considering their experiences of faith and seeing in them God’s call to a new openness to the inspiration of 

the Holy Spirit. 
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