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Letter to all members of the Augustinian Family on personal renewal

PERSONAL RENEWAL

Source of New Life and Growth in the Order


One of the most distressing problems in today's society is that of alcohol and drug dependence. The high percentage of people of all ages and walks of life who are either alcoholics or on their way to becoming such is truly frightening. Drug addiction, too, tears apart the lives of thousands, especially among the young. Its effects, like that of alcoholism, are felt also in society in general, because this dependency has brought about a spiraling increase in the crime rate. Our pastoral work has brought many of us into direct contact with such cases, and there is no doubt about the devastating effects wrought upon the suffering person, his often helpless family and society itself. Our experience, as well as other sources of information, have made us all aware that we can really only help a person overcome alcoholism or drug dependence if three conditions are realized: 1) the afflicted person must admit that the problem exists in his own life; 2) he must realize that by himself he will be unable to deal with it effectively; and 3) he must want the help that is available, and seek it realistically.


Alcoholism and drug dependence are, admittedly, extreme cases. I use them here only as examples which serve to illustrate a principle which applies generally to life itself: growth and progress are only possible to the extent that we recognize our personal needs and deficiencies acknowledge that we cannot overcome them by ourselves alone, and are willing to seek out and use the helps available. Augustine, in what he tells us about himself before his conversion, offers us an example of one who recognized a particular need (in his case, a need for chastity), even cried out for help to achieve it, but then didn't have the courage to follow through. Having appealed for help, he suddenly withdrew his request by adding that famous: “not yet”.


As he himself explains it, he was really afraid he would be heard by God and would have to face the consequences. He would have to leave all that pleasure behind him, and the truth of the matter was that he didn't think he could live without it
.


In matters perhaps much less serious, but nonetheless significant, we all experience similar difficulties at one time or another. Perhaps our spiritual life has been left unattended and is drifting downhill, or our preaching has become dull and uninspired, or our pastoral energy has become weak from routine, or our dedication to the religious life has been replaced by other interests, or the many changes introduced in the Church and religious life have remained something merely external, not really a part of us. Which one of us has not experienced the difficulty - sometimes quite extreme - of getting out of a rut in our lives? Either we find ourselves too comfortable, too secure or too attached to our own views, or we are too busy to give the matter proper attention, or the thought of a change appears too difficult, too painful, even perhaps too risky, for we are fearful, as was Augustine, that if we ask for help, we may in fact receive it, and deep down, maybe we are not quite ready to face the consequences.


Some or all of these difficulties may be present in the challenge presented to us by a true understanding of what personal renewal as an Augustinian religious / priest really means to me, as an individual, and as a member of a community in the heart of the Church. It is concerning this that I would like to reflect with you in what follows.

1. RENEWAL IS ABOVE ALL PERSONAL

Growing in the newness of our vocation

St. Augustine offers us a very pertinent thought as we begin our reflection: “It should not be necessary for me to always have to tell you new things. It is true, however, that we must be new, and not let what is old get in our way. We must grow and make progress... We do not advance by returning to our former state, but by growing in the newness that is ours”
.

We will all acknowledge that we are God's new people through baptism, and that with God's help we are constantly seeking to keep from returning to our old selves, to the attractions of sin. To do this effectively, however, we cannot allow ourselves to stand still: we must move forward, we must grow in this newness which we have freely received. The same could be said of our call to the religious life or to the priesthood. We cannot be merely content with what we have received. Rather, if we want to keep our vocation intact, we must do more than merely dust off every now and then what we already have. We must push forward, make progress, grow in the newness and freshness of our original consecration. Otherwise we might very well be accused by the Lord of having buried our talents “lest they be lost”. Again Augustine reminds us, in a phrase we are well acquainted with: “Let your present state always leave you dissatisfied, if you want to become what you are not yet. For whenever you grow satisfied with yourself, you stop making progress”
.

Almost twenty years have passed since the Second Vatican Council began its deliberations, deliberations which in many ways were to renew the face of the Church, without however changing its essence. In its pastoral approach to all the topics on its agenda, the Council took into account the present situation of the world and the Church, and sought to clarify the Church's role in this new reality. Many external changes were introduced in various areas of the Church's life. These, however, even though they attracted the most attention because of their “novelty”, were not the most important contribution of the Council or of the post-conciliar period. The really profound renewal of the Church has come about through the development and manifestation of a new outlook, of rather the revival of an attitude that has always been firmly rooted in the Gospel: an attitude of pastoral service, of openness, of willingness to learn, of reconciliation, of admission of past failings, of return to simplicity. Summing up in the briefest of words, the Church as a whole admitted its need for ongoing renewal and entered a new and very challenging period of its existence, truly a new springtime and Pentecost, as Pope John XXIII described it.


With the highest authority of the Church leading the way, it wasn’t long before this renewal began to be felt everywhere. We have all shared in. In fact, we as Augustinians have important measures to make ourselves part of this renewal. Our new Constitutions were drawn up and promulgated after worldwide consultation; the Order took a significant step forward in preparing a study on the role of Augustinians in the modern world, which became our Dublin Document. And most recently, the document from our Mexican General Chapter stressed our preferential option for the poor and a deepening relationship with the laity whom we serve. Ongoing renewal has been preached throughout the length and breadth of the Order, but until very recently this renewal seems not to have taken hold in the life and attitudes of many of our brothers. External changes were accepted, often because mandated or because convenient, but no one is able to enter into the heart and mind of an individual to bring about an accompanying change of attitude. This can only be accomplished by the Spirit, by the interior Master, when the time is ripe. It is hard to say what factors are most influential in bringing about this interior renewal in each of us, but it is a fact that, until this happens on a larger scale, the renewal intended by the Council will not yet have become a reality.

A challenge from the Pope: courageous thrust toward the future

But if it takes time for new attitudes to form, it is nevertheless going on all around us, and the signs are there to be seen: there is a new and decisive emphasis on the value of prayer in our personal life, and of the meaning of prayer on the community level; there is a veritable thirst abroad in the Order for more knowledge of our Augustinian spirit and spirituality; there is a great desire being born among us for sharing our Augustinian heritage with others - with our students, their parents, our friends, our parishioners. The more we realize what we have freely received. as. Augustinians, the more we come to realize the importance - even the obligation - of sharing this gift with others. A repeated emphasis on community as a primary value for us as followers of Augustine has begun to have its very positive effects in our lives also. There is a deeper appreciation of the many and varied talents that exist in our brothers, and which need to be better recognized and respected. But despite these and other gains, each one of us must still ask himself the fundamental question: “Do I recognize my own need for renewal, personal renewal that reaches the whole ME?” “Am I willing to get involved in a truly personal renewal, even though I am a bit fearful, even though I see it as risky, even though I recognize that ‘getting involved’ might make me cut back somewhat on my pastoral activities?”


If we find ourselves weak, hesitant, fearful about giving a wholehearted affirmative response to these questions, then we are in good company. Paul willingly boasted of his weakness “so that the power of Christ may rest upon me... for when I am powerless, it is then that I am strong”
. Augustine acknowledged his own inadequacy and finally overcame his fearful hesitation, recognized that God would surely give what he sought concerning continency, if with inward groanings Augustine would knock at God's ears and with a firm faith cast all his cares upon him
. Augustine also recognized of course, that personal cooperation is essential in this as in any task: “God created you without your help, but he will not save you without your cooperation”
.


Our loving Father's help, however, is not just present to us through interior grace. He also provides us with the stimulation and encouraging aid of his Church, especially in its ordinary Magisterium. And for this reason, it is very important that we be aware of what our Holy Father Pope John Paul II has been telling us over and over again. His statements about what is expected of us as religious should help dispel uncertainties and shape or renew our own attitudes, insofar as this may be necessary. It seems to me that John Paul's fundamental idea is very succinctly expressed in this one line phrase, taken from a letter he addressed to the Congregation for Religious in 1980: “What counts most is not what religious do, but what they are as persons consecrated to the Lord”
. In other places, speaking to religious, the Pope has pointed out in greater detail what it means to be a religious today, and how this has practical consequences in our outlook: “People today expect to find in you as religious an example of how to harmonize the human and the divine, “what is seen and what is not seen” (2 Cor. 4,18), and how the latter (the things of faith) prevail over the former... Indeed, a sound equilibrium between human and Christian values is what gives the religious life the capability of renewing and refining itself, and making its witness more and more apparent... It is from the Gospel that we come to understand how to combine unshakable adherence to the will of the Father with judicious daring in our decisions, and a courageous thrust into the future with careful preservation of the rich spiritual heritage of the past. No step forward is possible, in any direction, unless it is rooted in what has gone before; but it is equally true that merely to be satisfied with the past is a sign of unproductive inaction”
.

I think our Holy Father has spoken very clearly, and in a truly challenging way. Being fully religious, be says, living, in other words, in complete coherence with our religious profession, offers a far greater testimony to the world of the presence of Christ in our midst than any amount of activity which is not backed up by a life in harmonious accord with what we profess to be. But at the same time - and this is extremely important - the Pope tells us that being religious does not imply a static existence. Quite the contrary, for a static existence would lead to “unproductive inaction”. Rather, being a religious is something dynamic, it is ongoing, it keeps its focal point in the Gospel message, it is balanced, it projects itself courageously into the future without losing sight of the past, it is loyal to the Father's will and consequently has no fear of being bold in the Gospel sense in programming the future. This is true of the individual religious as well as for the religious community. In fact, it is hard to imagine a community launching itself in this fashion unless its members have already acquired this kind of outlook.

An Augustinian approach: seeking a healthy balance

Applying all this to personal renewal, we have an excellent set of guidelines to get us started and keep us moving in the right direction. The thing, however, that should be especially attractive for us in this program for renewal is that it is so very Augustinian in its approach. A healthy balance is brought about by a healthy tension in our lives, which keeps us on our guard against excesses in any direction. Musical instruments, as we know, must be constantly tuned to keep them in proper tension and balance. It is the same with our approach to the Augustinian religious life, especially if it is also associated with priestly ministry. There will always be tensions, for example, between our prayer life and our life of pastoral service; between our concern for the community within and the community without; between our concern for our needs and duties as persons and our needs and duties as members of a community. Striking a happy balance in our personal lives is impossible, however, unless we are willing to “tune” ourselves by applying the proper checks and corrections. And the same may be said for the community, the province, the Order and the Church itself. Insofar as we are willing to take advantage of the means provided for us, we will become neither unproductive nor inactive in our religious existence. Rather, we will grow with the times, with the Church, and in particular in the family which should be so close to us, our own religious community
.


At this point, however, I consider it very important to insist on an idea which is complementary to what I have been saying about balancing our tensions. The balance we seek must not bring about a mere compartmentalization of the various aspects of our life. Rather, it ought to tend toward harmonizing and integrating them, so that they fit together in the wholeness of life itself. For example: it is not a question of community OR apostolate. We must be an apostolic community (note that “community” is the substantive here, “apostolic” the adjective), and at the same time carry out a community-minded apostolate
. Bearing in mind what we have heard from Pope John Paul, that our being religious takes precedence over our activity, we come to understand better that our apostolate will be especially effective insofar as it stems from a strong and healthy community life. On the other hand, an apostolate which makes community life impossible, or very difficult, is simply not what we Augustinians are all about. We are not doing the laity (that is, the Church) a favor when we offer them a good service, which, however, simultaneously tends to smother our raison d'être.

Pastoral activity and the interior life

But that is just one example. Here is another, much more personal, supplied by the Pope himself, and directed to all religious: “In the case of religious of apostolic life, it will be a question of promoting integration between interiority and activity. Their first duty, in fact, is that of being with Christ. A constant danger for apostolic workers is to become so involved in their work for the Lord, as to forget the Lord of all work”
.

Putting this together with the other statements of the Pope, it becomes clear that he is telling us distinctly: being religious means, first of all being with Christ. A rich interior life is the source of a richly pastoral activity. Furthermore, an Augustinian who fails to cultivate his interior life seriously can hardly call himself a serious follower of Augustine. Unfortunately, in the spirit of a misunderstood “liberation” which followed the Second Vatican Council and our new Constitutions, not a few - or better many! - Augustinians felt that meditation - and consequently the interior life - was already a thing of the past, because it was no longer prescribed as a common prayer. Such was our poor logic! And not a few, or even many, Augustinians have become spiritually all the poorer because they have failed to enrich their lives with that personal, contemplative, interior dimension which is simply ”being with Christ”. Apparently, however, the pendulum is now slowly swinging back. We cannot merely search for God in others; we must also and primarily search for and listen to him in ourselves. And that is what contemplative prayer is all about.


Listen to these words, expressed in an official document of the Holy See, bearing in mind that the word “contemplative” in its usage here simply means “interior”: “The contemplative dimension is the real secret of renewal for all religious life. It vitally renews the following of Christ because it leads to an experiential knowledge of him... The more open religious are to the contemplative dimension, intensely developing their theological depth, the more attentive they will be to the demands of the Kingdom, because they will look on events with the eyes of faith...”


The development of this contemplative dimension among Augustinians is a deeply personal responsibility, but it must also be positively promoted by the community
. In this area, as in so many others, the community must play a very active role in helping its members strive for renewal and coherence. Where the interior life is being deepened, community prayer is taking on new meaning, and this in its turn strengthens the individual in his concern of interiority. Common prayer is beginning to take on more meaning in a good number of our communities now, precisely because many more are deepening their awareness of the Scriptures, are doing more listening to the Spirit than talking, and are seeking to praise God instead of simply petition him.

2. RENEWAL IS NOT JUST PERSONAL: IT ALSO DEEPLY AFFECTS OTHERS


It is more than evident that renewal, in order to be genuine, must first of all be personal, mine, affecting my heart and my mind. But it cannot stop here. It should already be apparent from some of the examples given above that personal renewal also has extensive ramifications. It reaches out to all others whose lives touch mine: it affects the members of my community, my province, my Order. It vitally affects those who are the direct object of my pastoral concern as a religious, as a priest. It even affects others who are not yet known to me personally, in that it can and should make me aware that I must be concerned about these people also. Genuine renewal begins in the human heart, my heart, but if it is really genuine, it will know no bounds, because renewal is above all the stirring up of that charity which is in us through the Holy Spirit, and charity, by its very nature, wants to be shared with others. As Augustine puts it: “Anyone who fails to share what he has received shows that he is ungrateful to the one who has filled him. Each of us must give from what he has received”
.
A new look at our vows

The local community should be the first to experience the positive effects of renewal in my life. If for some reason I have not felt my community to be my family, as those who have a first right to my concern, love and care, renewal should help bring me to that awareness. Way back in our novitiate days, we were led to understand that the primary object of our vows was to bring about in us an increase in love: love for God and love for neighbor. Perhaps, however, that idea became obscured because of the many juridical and moral aspects of our vows, which were very much insisted on. Renewal, however, should help us to recall and revive some concrete expressions of that love. I am thinking of such things as sharing and serving in particular.


My vow of chastity consecrates me to God and makes me in a special way the object of God's love and care. My vow of chastity, then, should also make me a more loving and caring person, willing and striving to share with others what I have freely received. And is it not perfectly logical that I begin with those closest to me, with those who very literally have thrown in their lot with me as Augustinians, that I begin by helping to create with them a community that is a model Christian community. Warn, welcoming and caring, where it is really a pleasure to live the religious life? Our Constitutions encourage us to create “an attractive atmosphere in the house so as to make it pleasant to live there and encourage brotherhood”
. But does not such an atmosphere depend more on the fraternal love and concern of the brothers than on mere physical surroundings?


Augustine’s views on poverty are, in general, well known to us. Indeed, poverty and humility are, according to him, the very foundations of community life. In our efforts at renewal, therefore, poverty also must necessarily emphasize a generous amount of sharing and service. I am called upon to place in common all monies, gifts and remuneration which may come to me. This we all know. But although these obligations are important for avoiding abuses which are damaging to community life, far more important for the progress of the community is the sharing and service that comes about when love impels me to give generously of my time and myself. To share my faith, my hopes, my joys and the gifts my particular talents make available is really to empty myself of what is most personal to me, as Jesus did when he came into this world. 


Obedience, as Augustine teaches it, is inspired by love - and compassion! And again it is a question of sharing and serving: sharing the responsibility of making the community function well, even when I am not an official; speaking up in Chapter to help build the community constructively; lightening the burden of those who bear a more immediate responsibility for the community or the province, by being more understanding and cooperative in the many tasks that are part of community life. This same love reaches out to the province through such things as active concern for vocations, participation in province gatherings, making myself more aware of the province’s needs, supporting and encouraging my brothers in every way possible. 


What has just been said about the local community and the province can be applied equally as well to the broader ecclesial aspects of our relationships. By the very fact that our vows urge us to grow in a practical love, with Jesus as our model, they encourage us to the building up of the body of Christ, to the construction of a more solid Christian community, among ourselves and with others. The consequences of such a challenge are inescapable, as well as far-reaching. And this brings us to other considerations which will invariably be affected by genuine renewal. 

What God's people expect from us

Some religious and priests apparently have not yet experienced the need for personal renewal or conversion. Yet as ministers of the Gospel, we are constantly trying to bring about such a conversion in others. It is possible that we have not really understood that the conversion or renewal of others is going to depend also on our own example? We are public witness by profession of the presence of the kingdom of God and of the importance of spiritual values in a world that is very much dominated by materialistic views. People quite naturally look to us for leadership in these matters. They expect us to keep “up to date” with the mind of the Church and with the practical needs of our fellow human beings, so that we can provide realistic guidance and informed leadership. They expect us, that is, to keep abreast of current thought, just as doctors, lawyers and technicians keep up to date with the advances in their own fields of specialization. Our example and our teaching in these matters cannot help but have an affect on others. “Religious... know that, insofar as they themselves are converted to God's original plan for humanity as revealed in the man Jesus, they will help accelerate in others that conversion of mentality and outlook which will make the reform of economic, social and political structures authentic and stable...”


True, we are not called to be social workers or get involved in politics as agents of temporal authority
, but we are clearly expected to help the laity come to understand better their specific role in this regard, and bring them to that new mentality which is fully in keeping with the mind of the Church and the changing circumstances of our times. This is truly to contribute to their personal renewal, and through them, to the renewal of society. 


Our personal example too will have as much to say in these matters as our teaching and our leadership. If we are really concerned for the cause of justice in the world, as we must be if our renewal is authentic, then this is going to affect our own lives and that of our communities in no small way. “The witness of religious regarding justice in the world... implies... a constant review of their life-style, their use of goods and their manner of relating with others. The one who dares to speak to others about justice must above all be just in the eyes of others”
.

Our Order, in its recent General Chapter in Mexico, has challenged us to closer relationships with the laity and special sensitivity for the poor in all categories: minorities, immigrants, refugees and so on
. But we will hardly succeed in developing sensitivity and helping to achieve justice for the poor if we have not adopted for ourselves a way of life that is “simple, joyful and hardworking”, and gives evidence of our trust in God
. If we take these challenges seriously, we will be able to bring about a similar sensitivity in many of the laity who are in a position to bring about the institutional changes that are necessary for the creation of a just society.

3. DRAWING SOME PRACTICAL CONCLUSIONS


As I conclude this reflection on personal renewal as a source of new life and growth in the Order, I would like to synthesize its main points, first by giving a brief resumé of some thoughts religious renewal on written by Cardinal Pironio, and secondly by simply asking some questions, whose answers will depend on each of us, both as individuals and as members of a community.


Cardinal Pironio, who as head of the Congregation for Religious for the past six years has an abundant experience with religious throughout the world, sums up genuine renewal in the religious life in these terms: “It is the work of the Holy Spirit, which demands true conversion presupposes a deep love of the Church, hunger for holiness, a desire for contemplation and service, and a sharing with others of joy and hope... This authentic renewal... is achieved through an honest and personal search for greater austerity, for a more radical faithfulness to the Gospel, and a more joyful sharing in the cross of the Lord... This renewal must lead to the formation of communities that are poor, prayerful, fraternal and mission-minded... whose most evident characteristic is joy...”
 


Here are some of the questions we might ask ourselves. Throughout this presentation we have reflected together on what a number of people think about renewal. But the truly important question is this: What does renewal mean to me as an Augustinian religious/priest? What have I done, and what am I doing to bring about renewal in my own life? Have I been willing to seek help and seek it realistically, or have I perhaps been inconsistent as Augustine once was, and found myself saying: “not yet”? What am I doing to promote integration between interiority and activity in my own life? Am I really serious about contemplative prayer?


Does my personal renewal overflow into the lives of others: my brother Augustinians and those I serve in the apostolate? Has renewal made me more sensitive about my religious/priestly duties toward minority groups, toward the spreading of justice in the world? Has renewal helped me and my community to be poor, prayerful, fraternal and mission-minded and to spread the joy of the Lord to others? How do I show my concern for the growth of the local community? the provincial community? the Church and the Order at large?


Augustine acquired a great amount of wisdom from that spiritual odyssey which led him to conversion and onwards in continuing growth. He was able to put a lot of his insights into writing in a forceful way, revealing those inner workings of the human heart, which are often so subtle that one is sometimes not even aware of them. If we are open to conversion and renewal, we will recognize the power of these words of Augustine, with which I would like to conclude: “All men ask counsel (O God) about what they wish, but they do not all hear what they wish. Your best servant is he who looks not so much to hear from you what he wants to hear, but rather to want what he hears from you”
.

Theodore V. Tack, O.S.A.

Prior General

Letter to the Monastery of Contemplative Nuns of Madrid, on the occasion of the first centenary of the beatification of Blessed Alfonso of Orozco, of 29 June 1982

My dear Sisters,


Above all I send you my enthusiastic and cordial good wishes for the great interest you are showing in the Centenary of the beatification of Alonso de Orozco, one of the most blessed sons of our beloved Augustinian Order. It is a most happy idea of yours. The celebration of this Centenary is a most useful help for an even better celebration of the IV Centenary of his death which took place on the 19 day of September in the year 1591. The whole Order feels committed to this celebration. However, in a special way the responsibility for the celebration lies with the Province of Castilla, of which the Blessed was a most a zealous son, as well as with the three Communities of the Contemplative Augustinian Nuns Convents founded by him: the Convent of Saint Ildephonso of Talavera de la Reina, the Convent of the Visitation of Santa Isabel of Madrid and your own Convent which to be more closely united to the celebration has changed its name from the ancient title of Saint Mary Magdelene to its present name of the Convent of Blessed Alphonsus of Orozco. The celebration of the first centenary of his beatification impels us all the more to work towards his canonisation. May the IV Centenary of his death not pass without achieving this.


I make bold to say that of the people and institutions with the responsibility for his canonisation and for making known his teaching, your Community is in the forefront. You assumed this responsibility in a special way when in the year 1978 on the 15 day of April the Spanish Augustinian Province of the Philippines handed over to you the precious treasure of Alphonsus of Orozco’s relics with the accompanying responsibility for the promotion of his cult in your church dedicated by apostolic indult of the 26 day of May of the same year to this apostle of the noble people of Madrid. You have indeed a special mission, namely to make known this apostle so relevant for today and for the good of the Order through his service to our Mother Church. You have already made good progress. However, there is still much to be done. But already I seem to detect fruits of our great hope!

Honour him as he wished the saints to be honoured


The love and appreciation which Blessed Alphonsus had for the Saints and Blesseds of our Order impel us to render them to him also and to offer him as an example of religious life for others. With what great enthusiasm he wrote at the command of the Prior Provincial in the Chronicle of Saint Augustine the glorious Father and Doctor of the Church, and of the saints and Blesseds, and doctors of the Order, printed in Seville in 1551! In the introduction he refers to the value of knowing our Saints and the help this can be to us in imitating their virtues and in invoking their intercession.


“It would be appropriate to be aware of the virtues of the saints and illustrious men of our Order and to remember them always. In fact, what could be more agreeable for us from every standpoint! What could be more sacred than to draw on the memory of these ancient fathers. For these reasons it is appropriate to quote from the book of Machabees: Remember how our fathers were saved. Let us cry to the heavens and the Lord will pity us. ( 1 Mach 4,9-10 )... God, greatest and best, will never destroy our Order and its treasures in this sense that he will never fail to impart his grace and gifts on us.. The clear examples of the Saints are our sure help: this help will be for those who approach them with joy, a great source of support” 


Blessed Alphonsus considered that it was most laudable and right to honour the relics and tombs of our saints, but he wished above all that we follow the example of their lives and virtues and teaching.


“If we hold in great esteem and rightly so their relics and tombs, -he affirms in the ‘prologue al the catholic reader’ - we should not honour any less their lives and their virtues, which if we keep them in our hearts will cure our spiritual infirmities. “ May you read their lives with a desire to imitate them, and may you see how much work they did in the service of God. Not only because they reached the heights of blessedness which is promised to all, but even more to give us heart and be for us an example, so that we may live as they lived, and serve Jesus Christ as they did, by carrying their cross and serving their Master in the trials of this life, by which they now enjoy the their rest in glory”

His love for mankind: Remedy his needs - overcome his difficulties


Certainly we have in Blessed Alphonsus of Orozco one who is a marvellous example of a saint who stimulates through the eloquence of his example and his doctrine. His life is relevant today. His respect and love for the individual was with him always. His desire was to remedy the needs and overcome the difficulties of all. The limitation he experienced of not being able to do so as he wished, was a cause of great sorrow for him. He lived for others, with no thought for himself. The words of Fr. Pedro Manrique, O.S.A. first Spanish assistant general and later Archbishop of Zaragoza, in his sermon preached at Blessed Alphonsus’ burial, are very significant: “Never did anyone complain, or sigh in the church, when Alphonsus was in the choir and did not touch his heart; and in spite of being so attentive to the office that he neither saw nor heard anything that could disturb him, only in this case did he allow the noise to distract him in order to come to the aid of the one in need. He was never heard to talk in the choir except on the occasions he came to the help of one in need, because on hearing the groan he would say: “ Poor me! if the one who moans is poorly. If he is unwell what can we do? How can we help him?”


The yearnings which he overcame with work and sacrifices he summed up admirably in one of his prayers in his precious work Ejercitatorio spiritual.


“O my good Jesus, if only I could put a meal before all the poor for your love sake. Lord, if only I could visit all the hospitals, serve all the sick, release all the captives, clothe all the poor and naked, give lodging to all pilgrims, give a burial to all the dead! How happy would be my soul, Lord, if I could counsel all and teach them the way to heaven, if I could chastise and correct all who offend you, console all the afflicted, pardon the offenses of all who have done wrong, suffer the tribulations of all and finally pray with the dignity of the glorious Saint Stephen for my enemies and for the enemies of all. May this be granted to me through the merits of thy sacred passion. Amen”.

Simple in great things, sublime in the simplicity


Blessed Alphonsus of Orozco was well known both within and outside the Order. He stood high both in the divine and in human spheres. Both King Charles V and King Philip II had him as their Preacher. He was not just any preacher of the Court. Both kings treated him as their counselor and they respected and loved him dearly. Alphonsus of Orozco enjoyed high prestige and influence in the Spanish Court. The Order also recognised his worth, his enthusiasm and his self sacrifice. On the 8 of September 1563 Prior General Christopher of Padua asked him to use his influence with the King of Spain to request that the king bear the costs of the General chapter which was to be held in Milan in 1564. Already in 1541 it was convoked in Toledo, by the General Seripando, to discuss among other things, the union of the Province of Castile and Andalucia.


God blessed Alphonsus with special supernatural graces: spiritual discernment, ecstasies, revelations, apparitions etc. Suffice it to say that the blessed Virgin spoke to him several times. His activity as a writer was due to a command from the Blessed Virgin.


“ While I was staying in our monastery in Seville - he affirms in the Confessions , 3,9 - in sleep I saw in a dream your pure mother, who said just one word to me: WRITE. I felt such a great joy in my soul, I was left speechless. Her face was so humble and at the same time grave, and her eyes were cast down, even now as I write I seem to see her: such was how the said vision was imprinted on my heart. With this great happiness I awoke and said: O Queen of the Angels, I beseech you if this vision is true that you assure me of your command to write. Going back to sleep that same night I saw her again and she said to me WRITE... All this I wrote at the command of your Mother”

Apostle: Christ our Saviour worked more


He was keenly aware of the duty imposed on him by God of preaching and bringing the Gospel to others. This is recorded several times in the Confessions, 3,9: “ You entrusted your Gospel to me to preach it to others”.


He looked on preaching as an urgent necessity for the love of Jesus and for the love for Jesus. He searched the highways and byways looking for an opportunity to preach. He preached the same way to the kings and court as to the simplest people. In the presence of a few nuns or simple people he preached with the same enthusiasm as he preached to the court or to great crowds. The important thing was to bring Christ to souls and souls to Christ.


“Oh, beseech Jesus Christ that in all our years of preaching we may have brought even one soul before the eyes of God through our efforts” he wrote to a preacher the 10th letter of his Epistolario cristiano.


“Since I got to know him - writes Fr. Rios - , every day both feast day and weekday he went to preach in the hospital and poor convents and on some feast days before returning home he preached three or four sermons and at home when requested by the Prior he would preach again after preaching in the hospitals”.


“I can say -says Fr. Sedano - that in the two years I accompanied him, he never failed to preach on Sundays or feast days except with a spirit and vigour of a thirty year old; and on other days he preached three or four times in different convents so far apart that others would have found difficulty in just travelling to them; because he would go to the Magdalena and then to the convent of Vallecas and then on to the convent of the Angels and on to Palacio: and when this present witness would ask him why he worked so hard he would reply that Christ our Saviour worked harder for the salvation of souls..; and then he would preach again in the evening in his convent: and never on any of these occasions would he fail to be in choir for Prime, Vespers and Compline.. Neither the preaching nor heavy work-load caused him to miss choir”.

Active in contemplation: Reading, prayer, contemplation

His apostolate flowed from contemplation. With Our Lady of Good Counsel he is rightly an inspiration for the Federation of the Augustinian contemplative nuns of Central and Southern Spain in the ordinary observances of the Order. According to him prayer and contemplation have to be the soul of the apostolate, if it is to be in accord with the desires of Jesus.


“Our Redeemer directs preachers - he affirms in Memorial de Amor Santo - chapter 14 - that their teaching should be so holy and so clear that even children could enjoy and testify to it; and this preachers could easily do if they doubled their time of prayer and contemplation rather than the time devoted to study and reading; because this according to our holy Father St. Augustine is the key that opens and manifests in reading what the Holy Spirit wished to say to them“.

He dedicated precious pages to prayer and contemplation. Tireless as an apostle he is above all a contemplative. But in his contemplation he considered, like St. Augustine, that it was a responsibility to transmit the fruits of his contemplation to others. He set it out along the Augustinian lines which I expounded in 1975 in the discourse Renewal of the Augustinian Contemplative life given to your Federal Chapter (Freedom under grace Rome 1979, especially pages 166 - 168 ) Amongst others, are admirable his two works Vergel de oración and Monte de contemplación. His fruitful readings are available for anyone who wishes to live a life of God and for God. A good selection of the major part of his works are to be found in the large book Doctrina de oración del Beato Alonso de Orozco, O.S.A., collected and with notes added by the enthusiast for the augustinian contemplative life, Fr. José Agustín Fariña, O.S.A., Logroño 1927. Nevertheless I wish to offer you some extracts which Blessed Alphonsus published in 1551 for the formation of members of the Order under the title Instrucción de religiosos.

“Let your reading, brother, be the Sacred scriptures or the doctors of the church who spiritedly declare ... Each day, brother, have your ordinary reading because this is the food of your soul ... In this reading often you will find, if you read attentively the flavour you may not have experienced in prayer. And many times the reading will be both prayer and reading, because to read and to desire to practise what you read is indeed to read and to pray” (chapter 19).


“Reading teaches us to pray, and prayer clarifies the doubts in our reading. The office of the religious is to pray and praise God, and like a bee, wherever he wishes he were, to sing in his heart, to sing anew, giving thanks to God. For this reason our Saviour told his servants that it behoves them to pray constantly. Such is the life of the friend of God that it should all be a prayer. As our Father says one who works well is always at prayer ...If we consider well what prayer is we will understand that our soul is a house of prayer, for at all times we can pray. Prayer is a desire inflamed by the love of God, by which our heart can fly heavenwards. It is the sweetness of the glory we hope for ... There is no end to the material we are treating. It is enough to say that we are temples of God, and our soul is the house of prayer” (Chapter 20).


“Contemplation is not just of the understanding, but also of the will ... It is God so sweet and gentle who is contemplated and loved, whom the heart desires and nothing else is needed but to enjoy this supreme good ... Contemplation ... is not sterile, because it brings forth those much loved children of God , namely active good works. The one who wishes to relieve poverty, first should contemplate God, whose image is the poor, and when he visits the sick, let him contemplate Jesus Christ the weak one in the stable of Bethlehem, and infirm with the sorrows of death on the cross. So the sister of the active life is the contemplative life, and ( the contemplative life ) is even the mother of the active life ... Meditation is a thought and act of the understanding, which does not rest until it is transformed into action. Meditation is that which seeks reasons and causes which the mind treats. From there follows contemplation, which is the most perfect activity of the soul, uniting it with the unity of love and affection with the supreme truth, which is God” (Chapter 21).

Nobody escapes work and trials: the crisis


Blessed Alphonsus of Orozco offers us concrete lessons of the human condition. To love God and neighbour in God and for God was the great longing of his life. 


“To you Father and Creator, honour and service; and to the love of whom I owe everything, and he loves me and uses me, leaving everything for your love, for for this was I created, and not to put my end at the base level of creatures” (Confessions, 1,6) “My spirit has life to love you with all its strength, and to love and praise you with tongue and all my being” (Confessions, 3,4).


The love of God was the source of his love of his neighbours, lifting him up to make great sacrifices to help and alleviate their needs, and to overcome the difficulties of others. He keenly felt the death of his brother Francis, his augustinian fellow novice.


“All the religious gave thanks to you, my God, on seeing his patience and conformity with your will”, he wrote when he was eighty years old in his Confessions, 2,7. “I felt keenly even more than his illness that I was making my profession without him; and finally still a novice, you took him out of that torment of illness and brought him to your heavenly kingdom. I felt deeply his death because not only were we called together to the religious life, but especially, being younger than him, I seemed to be left alone in the world without him. Lord of Glory, forgive the negligence of which I was guilty in serving this your servant in such a long and painful illness. You brought to rest that blessed soul, and left behind this disgraceful sinner”.

This statement made in the second reading of his Ejercitatorio espiritual was born from the experience of his life.


“The christian ought to observe this special rule, if he wishes to gain merit each day and hour through the exercise of this lesson of holy love and it is this: that he love all the good, chastity and virtue in others, rejoicing in them, because love even without works operates with the hands of others, and makes its own the good of others without harm to anyone”.


It may seem that a saint like Alphonsus was living in an unbounded state of happiness: without contradictions, doubts or tests ... But he himself states in the Confessions, 3, at the end, something very different:


“My God, let nobody think, however much a friend of yours, that he will be without trials and tribulations”.


Thus we are offered a real everyday example of a saint who is living a life full of tribulations; but a saint who knows how to overcome them by adopting without fear the appropriate remedies. He found strength in prayer, even when he was without the wish or without taste for prayer. Who would ever think that on several occasions he was on the point of abandoning the religious life?


“O thorns sharp and dangerous amongst which the white and fragrant lily is surrounded on all sides. O holy Lord, and Father of mercy, how much does my soul owe to you in this particular matter! Having left the world, and wearing the religious habit, with what words can I describe the battles and assaults, which against my will, the jealous Satan, your enemy, assaulted me? Sometimes he placed before me the freedom of the world, other times the natural love of my family; finally on other occasions the loneliness, solitude and hardships of the religion I had chosen, trying to persuade me that it was impossible to persevere in such a demanding way of life. Oh, how often was I on the point of leaving the holy life which I had embarked on! But in all these struggles, you, my Redeemer, did not let me out of your hands, and thanks to your great goodness I completed the period of my probation, by the singular grace which you give to those who call on you with faith and love ... It was not my own weak strengths which were victorious, but your grace and virtue which give the victory ” (Confessions, 2,4 &6 ).


He experienced difficulties with obedience. It demanded sacrifices. But he also realised that it was the source of great good, for which he gave thanks to God.


“I greatly thank you Lord, that you governed me with this holy obedience; and if sometimes through the orders of your ministers I felt burdened by the tasks placed on me and in the changes involving great distances, in the end by bending my will I submitted to the yoke of obedience, and through you, infinite love, I always found the outcome favourable, in that I found new forces which I did not know were in me” (Confessions, 2,10).


He was not without scruples, and these became his greatest suffering. He suffered from them for about thirty years. They were such a “tangled war” in his soul (Confessiones, 2,12). Alphonsus dedicated himself to prayer and other Godly things, in spite of feeling no sensible devotion. All seemed useless; but he underwent the remedies, as a sick person takes medicine without pleasure just because it is necessary for health. When the scruples disappeared he gave thanks to God for the much he had learned.


“Blessed be God that thus you put me through fire so painful, so that I could console and advise christian souls who in your divine judgement you afflict with scruples. I would not have been able to talk or write about the remedies for people thus afflicted, if I had not experienced what I felt myself” (Confessions 2,12).
Zealous and beloved Son of the Order: the great gift of a vocation

As his augustinian and admirable Prior, Saint Thomas of Villanova, always recorded the entry to the Order was one of the greatest graces to be received through the mercy of God.


“You led me to Salamanca, where you had in store for me a great gift and treasure ... praise to your holy name, Lord of my soul, namely that on the evening of the feast of the Holy Spirit, Francis at the age of twenty one and I at the age of twenty of my life received the habit. What words, Lord, can sufficiently give you praise for this favour. Great had been your previous gifts, because there is no such thing as a small gift from your hands, but this one is way out ahead” (Confessions, 2,3).

He identified very well with the Order. He set about learning about its history. He wrote a Crónica of the Saints, Blesseds and Doctors of the Order. He acquired an acceptable mastery of Saint Augustine. He wrote some lovely passages about the spirituality of the Order. He reflected this spirituality in all his works, especially in the Instrucción de Religiosos y Declaración breve de nuestra Regla. In the XVII century the Order declared this Declaración breve as the official commentary on the Rule of Saint Augustine.


Also, he established two convents of male Augustinian contemplatives and three convents of Augustinian contemplative nuns. His widowed sister, Frances, entered the convent in Talavera de la Reina.

Although dead in body, he lives on in the spirit of his works


He has already spoken of his yearnings, of the responsibility he felt of bringing the Gospel to others and of bringing them to the Gospel. He wished to be one of the evangelisers of Mexico; even he desired to receive the sublime gift of martyrdom.


“I had a great wish to go to Mexico, there to be of some help to the religious of my Order who in that country were preaching your law to the natives there with much success, and I wished and even still wish to be blessed with the great privilege of martyrdom, a privilege so sublime that that it cannot be reached except with your grace” (Confessions 3,4). He went as far as the Canary Islands but illness prevented him from continuing the journey.


He always had a yearning that his teaching should not just be of benefit to himself but to others also. He repeated this on various occasions.


“Let me take to heart the doctrine I teach and it will bear fruit in christian souls” (Confessions, 3,5 ) He wished that his writings should continue to be of benefit, for the honour of the Virgin Mary. He said to Jesus: “I beseech your Majesty that this doctrine should be written for your glory and for the benefit of the souls redeemed by your precious blood, and also for the honour of your glorious Mother, who on two occasions by your will said to me WRITE (Confessions, 3,9 )


I did not wish to be sterile, nor was I. My God , I was a tree, planted by your hand in the well-kept garden of your Roman Church: grant me the grace not to be sterile, but that I may respond with the fruit of continual service and praise which I so much owe. (Confessions 1,4 )


Although dead in the body, he must continue to live in the spirit of his writings, especially in his doctrinal works. Your community, dear sisters of the Convent of Blessed Alphonsus of Orozco, has a very special part to play. Your Convent ought to be a centre of spirituality under the teaching of your immediate founder. This is a function or mission which is yours under several titles, and one which I wished to confirm by sending you this letter with much love and affection. I wished to highlight for you in the letter some aspects of the character of this our great brother. I entrust to you also the task of communicating these sentiments, these thumb- sketches of his example and teaching to as many as may benefit from them both inside and outside the Order. 


May you be the first to benefit from his teaching, so that you may be able to fulfil each day with ever greater intensity your charism of the Augustinian Contemplative life. Make the Order and the whole Church sharers in these gifts which the Lord offers you,. A golden synthesis of Alphonsus’ doctrine and life are contained in his Confesiones, written with such great simplicity. But read it all, read it in its entirety and see to it that every day the number of his disciples and devotees increases. His writings reflect his spiritual portrait best. This was declared with great precision by the profound theologian Fr. Basil Ponce of Leon, who took the habit a fortnight before the death of Blessed Alphonsus. 


“Discover him especially in his books: his writings make known his strong points, because in them he leaves us a portrait of himself, and a mirror in which to see his spirit, his love of God and neighbour, his prayer, devotion and virtues, in such a way that his pen is the best revelation and chronicler of this holy man, who is now rewarded in heaven, and crowned by his writings”. 

Conclusion


Let us all take advantage of this admirable singer of the mercy of God. Let us imitate him in his love for the Virgin, our Mother, and in his desire to live intensely the mystery of the Eucharist. Let us be united with him in his love for Christ crucified. Let us see everything, like him, in the perspective of a means to resurrection and heavenly glory. 


Through you, also, I wish to send my good wishes to the Superior Provincials of Spain and to all who enthusiastically helped you in this celebration. I greet in a special way your chaplain Fr. Claudio Buron Alvarez, O.S.A. who with youthful ardour, taking up the challenge of his eighty years of age has not curtailed nor will he curtail in future his efforts and sacrifices to help you to prepare this centenary and promote initiatives to bring about as soon as possible the Canonisation of our Blessed.


I bless you with all my heart and I commend the Order to your fervent prayers, above all in the presence of the relics of Blessed Alphonsus of Orozco, your brother in Augustine.

Theodore V. Tack

Prior General 

Address concerning the role of women in our Order, given by the Prior General in the Congress on Augustinian Spirituality, Villanova, U.S.A., on 27th August 1982


Even though St. Augustine is not the founder of the Augustinian Order in the same sense that Francis and Dominic founded their religious families, he is, nonetheless, the spiritual Father and inspiration of our Order and of what we know today as the Augustinian way of life. Without him, there would be no ideal such as we propose to live. For this very reason, when we begin to speak of women in the Augustinian Order, we must of necessity return to Augustine himself, for that is precisely where the association of consecrated women with the Augustinian spirit and ideal begins. 


This is not the place, however, to speak of the many women with whom Augustine was closely associated in his life
. But two we cannot neglect mentioning even here: Monica, his mother, who had a tremendous influence on him; and the mother of his son Adeodatus, the woman with whom he lived for fully fourteen years, and whose forced separation from him pierced and wounded his heart severely
. Monica had at least two other children besides Augustine: Navigius, his younger brother, and a daughter whose name we do not know
. It is this unnamed daughter of Monica, Augustine’s sister, who must briefly occupy our attention at this moment.


It is not uncommon in the Church that pairs of men and women, even brothers and sisters at times, working hand in hand as it were, should have a special impact on the religious life of their times. Basil and Macarina, Benedict and Scholastica, Francis and Clare are a few examples that come to mind. As one author tells us: “A full century and a half before the idyll of Subiaco, the Church Fathers had often had their own sisters as superiors of convents”
. But whereas we know quite a bit about some of these women, we know practically nothing about Augustine’s sister, who, however, seems to have stood firmly beside him in the beginnings of the religious life in Africa. In fact Augustine only mentions her in a letter to the convent of sisters where she had lived since becoming a widow and where she had been a holy superior for many years up to her death, which had occurred several years before Augustine wrote
.


But though we know so little about her, we do know that she must have been very provident and a woman of certain initiative, for the convent in Hippo which she governed was not only a new foundation; it was the first of its kind in Africa. Everything about it, then, was new, even though the example of the communities of men, previously founded by her brother, must have provided her with secure guidelines. Well before Augustine’s time there were holy virgins, widows and deaconesses in the Church, but they did not live in community: normally they slept in the homes of their parents. Therefore, Augustine not only became the founder of community life in Africa for men, but also for women. Indeed, this particular convent of women, where his sister and various nieces (daughters of Navigius) lived, was his first foundation and the very first in Africa where virgins lived in common
. That this was not his only such foundation is an assurance we have from his biographer, Possidius
. Augustine took great interest in that convent of Hippo, as well as in the promotion of the virginal life among women in the entire African Church. This is evident from several of his letters and other works. And many other bishops of Africa, following his example, also founded similar communities of men and women.


The tasks which the women of these first convents engaged in were, principally: providing a home for foundlings, caring for orphans, copying books, spinning and weaving. Outside of these activities, much time was spent in spiritual reading and prayer
. Though Augustine must have supplied his religious sisters with much spiritual food by sharing with them copies of his sermons and books, Possidius tells us that he only visited the convents of women on a rare occasion, that is, “in cases of great necessity”. This is strongly borne out by the fact that he wrote letters to this first community
, even though they lived only a stone’s throw away from his own residence
. It is believed that this community of sisters in Hippo was founded sometime between 393 and 397, that is, after Augustine had become a priest (391 a.d.) and no more than a few years after he was ordained a bishop. This of course represents a period not too distant from the founding of his first communities of laymen and clerics
. By the time of Augustine's death (430 a.d.), community life for consecrated virgins had become widespread in Africa
.

After the Great Union of 1256: Augustinian Contemplative Sisters

What happened in Augustine’s own lifetime, moreover, was repeated following the Great Union of 1256, when the Augustinian Order took on its present juridical reality. Convents of women, either already in existence or newly erected, soon began to follow the Augustinian spirit and ideal, often under the direction and spiritual guidance of members of the Order. 


By the time the Order celebrated its first centenary of life in 1356, it could number convents of contemplative sisters in Germany, Italy, Spain, France and Czechoslovakia. The first of these for which there is historic proof is that of Obendorf in the diocese of Constance (Germany), which petitioned aggregation to the Order in 1264, only eight years after the Great Union
. But it was in Italy that the friars seemed to show a special zeal for promoting the Augustinian way of life, either among already existing convents or by founding new ones, as did Blessed Simon of Cascia and others
.


These first foundations or aggregation of women’s convents to the Order, however, especially interest us for certain characteristics that they displayed. All those that were attached to the Order in the strict sense observed not only the Rule, but also an adapted edition of the Constitutions of the friars. They were all directly under the jurisdiction of the Prior General and the Provincial, but at the same time they all had their own Abbess or Prioress, and the local Chapter played a major role in the government of the community. Their spirituality was that of the Order; their cloister, as Augustinians, could be classified as generally mild, especially compared with what was to follow the Council of Trent. Most of the time they were spiritually and pastorally cared for by the Augustinian friars, and they were very much aware of belonging to the Order as such. A simple black habit and black cincture were also considered important signs of their belonging to our Order
.


The Council of Trent and subsequent Papal decrees imposed a very severe cloister on all the Church’s contemplative sisters. At that time, in fact, there were no women religious who were not contemplatives, although there were women tertiaries, who were not, therefore, considered religious strictly speaking. The action of the Holy See eventually placed all these convents of Nuns under the direct jurisdiction of the local Bishop, and as a result many variant rules of life and constitutions were introduced in various dioceses and countries. Various civil suppressions, with the consequent diminution of the friars and their religious houses, also made it impossible in many instances for these brothers to continue to offer spiritual guidance, which consequently led to a relaxing of the bonds of unity with the Order in not a few cases.


When we come to more modern times, however, and I refer especially to the years following the Second World War (1945-1982), we can easily see that great strides have been made once again to strengthen the bonds of unity of our contemplative sisters, not only with the Order, but even among their various convents; this latter fact is something which had never been either attempted or accomplished before. In all this much is due to the Apostolic Constitution of Pius XII of 1950, “Sponsa Christi”, which made possible and encouraged the formation of federations among the convents of contemplatives of the same Order.


What has been done, then? What is being done at present for the good of our Augustinian sisters of contemplative life, whose history has been so closely associated with us down through the centuries? Following Pius XII's encouragement, our Italian convents have grouped together to form a federation with 27 houses; those in Spain that follow ordinary observance have formed two federations, with a total of 37 houses
. In the more than 25 years since these federations have existed, they have had a very positive effect on our convents and on the sisters themselves. In the first twenty years or so of their existence, there was a general unease and lack of confidence toward these federations, but this has slowly been overcome, even to the point where now there is generally a distinct enthusiasm for them. Much of this change has been brought about by the patient, dedicated and very demanding work of Augustinian Religious Assistants, named by the Congregation for Religious at the suggestion of the Prior General. These self-sacrificing men have guided these federations as their principal advisors, and have visited all their convents on a regular basis. But much has also been accomplished by the interest shown by the Priors General themselves in frequent pastoral visits to our sisters, even in the most remote areas of the countries where they live; by the renewal programs which have been implemented now for more than ten years, despite some serious difficulties, and which have seen some of the Order's finest teachers make it possible for our young and older sisters to update themselves theologically, scripturally, liturgically and spiritually. Common formation programs, in some instances, have also helped positively; and the exchange of personnel, where this was deemed useful for the good of individuals or for the good of some convents, has often been responsible for giving new life to some places which had had no vocations for a long time. 


But beyond all this, the labor of love and study that has gone into the preparation of the new Constitutions of our contemplative sisters, first in 1969-1970, and especially in 1976-1980, as well as the final product of that study, have had and are sure to have a continuing strong influence on the further development of the Augustinian contemplative ideal among these sisters. Though a general consultation was realized in all convents in preparing the first draft of the Constitutions, which was published in 1971, the revision of these (between 1976-1980) saw some highly qualified Nuns take part for the first time in the international commission which was established for this work. Moreover, this international commission was also able to exchange visits, meeting first in our cloistered convent in Rome and then in Madrid. For the first time, the spirituality proper to the Order has been inserted into the body of the Constitutions and the whole has been enriched with many citations of St. Augustine himself. 


These and other factors are beginning to have good effects also in an increase of vocations among these sisters in some areas. However, it also remains true that the contemplative ideal constitutes a very special vocation from God, and one can hardly expect that there will be large numbers applying now or in the future. Some regions, moreover, remain vocationally poor in general, and much more so regarding the contemplative life. 


How do these sisters themselves feel about their male counterparts? From my personal experience I can say that they are most grateful for the way in which the Order is attempting to help them get adjusted to the new circumstances of the world and the Church, especially following the Second Vatican Council. Perhaps the best way to sum up their feelings is to quote here what the President of their Italian Federation said to over 300 Augustinians gathered in Rome for a spirituality course in July 1979. That President, Mother Alessandra Macajone, put it this way: “I am about to... voice a humble and hidden, centuries-old experience of monastic life, which has accompanied your monastic life, dear Fathers and Brothers... Here we are, your Sisters, present also in this century, with you and for you, in a journey toward God. In this sense we identify ourselves with the feelings of St. Augustine towards his people: ‘We live with you and for you: and it is our intention and wish to live with you in the presence of Christ always’ (Serm. 355,1)”
. 


The Augustinian contemplative sisters were unknown in the United States until 1968 when their first convent was founded in Holland, Michigan, through the generous sacrifice of some of our Spanish sisters; this convent was transferred to St. Louis, Missouri, in 1978. Unfortunately, however, their type of life is still a great unknown for the majority of our brothers here and in many other parts of the Order. No wonder, then, the grateful surprise of so many who attended that spirituality course of 1979 in Rome, or who have had the opportunity of visiting some of their convents here or abroad, when they discover how remarkably human and spiritual these women truly are: joyful, peaceful, simple, open, loving, hospitable. But perhaps it is their joyful simplicity that has most impressed our men, and made them reflect not a little on their own vocation. But though they are in the convent for us and for the entire Church, they nevertheless wish to be active in and through us. We must learn to work and pray better together, or as Mother Alessandra put it: “Neither one who devotes himself to the apostolic and priestly ministry, nor one who devotes himself or herself to contemplation really lives the whole charism of St. Augustine... It seems to me that Augustine was conscious that one dimension did not exhaust one’s whole vocation”
.

Augustinian Sisters of the Apostolic Life

The origins of Augustinian sisters of apostolic life may be traced back to the end of the 13th century. At that time, however, they existed only as independent communities, were called oblates or tertiaries, and were considered as religious or laywomen, depending on whether or not they took vows. Congregations, as we know them today, did not come into existence within the Order until the late 17th century. The first of these in the Order was the Congregation of Sisters of St. Thomas of Villanova, founded in 1661 by a French Augustinian, Fr. Ange Le Proust; these were formally aggregated to the Order in 1683. Though a number of already existing congregations began to request aggregation to the Order in the 18th century, the real impetus towards this type of association has come in our own times. In the last 80 years, 43 of the present 51 congregations of women associated with us requested aggregation to the Order. Of these 51 congregations, moreover, 16 were founded by Augustinians, eight of them in this present century. There are also two cases of apostolic congregations which have arisen from former contemplative convents: one in Italy, and one in Poland
.


But what is it that makes a women's congregation truly Augustinian and therefore qualified for aggregation to the Order? Since 1969 our Constitutions specify the following conditions: these congregations must have or accept as the firm foundation of their lives the Rule of St. Augustine and the other fundamental principles of the Order and be fully aware of belonging to the Augustinian family by reason of this spiritual bond
. When these conditions are fulfilled, the decree of aggregation can be granted by the proper authority. It is interesting to note that up to 1969 one of the conditions also required was that they have the Augustinian cincture as part of their religious habit.


Aggregation to the Order, however, in no way infers that the members of these religious congregations are under the jurisdiction of the Prior General or of any other superiors of the Order. Quite the contrary, they all have their own Constitutions and Superiors General. However, they do look upon the Prior General as the supreme moral head of the entire Order and center of its unity
. The ideal proposed to the whole Augustinian family by our Constitutions make it clear how the Order wishes to promote and support all its members in their various branches so that the unity of hearts and minds intent upon God, which is Augustine’s first admonition to his followers, “will be faithfully preserved and enhanced”. Moreover, all the brothers, especially our superiors, are ordered to offer spiritual assistance, insofar as possible, so that renewal may be encouraged
.


Given the autonomy of these women's congregations, we might well ask how these directives of our Constitutions are being carried out. The answer: in many ways. Many of the brothers are helping with retreats, conferences, spiritual guidance and other pastoral activity among our sisters. Others have been responsible for urging or bringing about the union of their Superiors General in Italy, or the federation of various congregations in France and Germany. These federations have helped to promote Augustinian spirituality and a sense of universality among the sisters, which has been beneficial to all, and perhaps especially to the smaller congregations. One example of mutual cooperation which is unique and must be mentioned here is the existence of a common federation among the four Augustinian provinces of men and two congregations of Augustinian women in Spain (FAE). This group has been functioning since 1975 and has been growing in stature and in service throughout these recent years. Many common projects have been undertaken by its governing board, made up of the four Priors Provincial, the Provincials of two provinces of women, and the Mother General of the other congregation of women. Our sisters have also been invited to participate in recent spirituality courses organized either by the Order in Rome or by our provinces in various countries (for example: USA, England, Spain).


In the midst of all these activities, however, an important place must also be assigned to the mutual support provided among us by prayer and the living of a common liturgy. In fact, since the recent liturgical reforms of the Church, all those aggregated to the Order have the privilege and the obligation of following our liturgical calendar and observing the feasts of our Saints and Blessed as their own. Moreover, a secretariat for our sisters was established in the General Curia of the Order some few year ago to help maintain contact with our Augustinian sisters throughout the world. This is partially done by sending them our international newsletter (OSA Internationalia) and the circular letters of the Prior General.


What was said in concluding the previous section of this paper on our contemplative Augustinians could be repeated here regarding our sisters of apostolic life: unfortunately, not enough is known about them by many of our brothers in the United States. It is true that very few of the congregations aggregated to the Order have foundations in this country or even in Canada. But there are some, and perhaps more could be done on our part to make contact with them, to mutually strengthen the bonds of the Augustinian ideal and way of life which we commonly profess, and to help one another in striving for these goals. From what I have been able to gather from a few of our brothers in recent years, there is an ever greater interest being shown in our Augustinian spirituality, even by those many congregations who follow the Augustinian Rule without being aggregated to us. After retreats or conferences by some of our religious, these congregations are discovering that they have more in common - with us than just the Rule. It might be a worthwhile challenge to offer to our provinces (and especially to our provincial and local superiors) that, together with the corresponding superiors of these women’s congregations, they look into this matter a little more carefully. Perhaps an even closer rapport can be established with those who are aggregated, as well as with those who are not, but who have a keen interest in Augustinian teachings on the religious life. 

Conclusion

Before concluding this presentation, I do wish to mention that there are many other women closely associated with us who are neither contemplatives nor apostolic sisters. I refer to two groups in particular. First, those who are members of our Augustinian Secular Fraternities, which are in the process of taking on new life since the recent (1980) publication of an updated Rule of Life for them
. This Rule is specifically designed for those men and women who live in the world, with their own secular activities and in their own families, but who wish to practice more of the Augustinian ideal as suited to their role as lay persons. Secondly, I refer to those who are our honorary Augustinians, affiliated, that is, to the Order either because of their especially notable love and faithful service to our communities, or because they have a very unique relationship with us through the solemn consecration of their sons in the Order. All of these are dear to Augustinians everywhere and deserving of all the assistance we can give them.


One final note and I will have finished this brief overview of women in the Order. Much has been done over the centuries and especially in the past several decades to create or strengthen Augustinian bonds among the religious men and women who make up our Augustinian family. Much more still can and should be accomplished for the good of all concerned, and particularly for the welfare of the Church itself. The time is ripe. The Augustinian ideal, moreover, is one which constantly encourages breaking down barriers where they may exist and stressing the universality of our Christian family and commitment. May the Lord grant that new and even more vigorous steps be taken now, just as in the past, to foster a closer mutual relationship among Augustinians everywhere.

Theodore V. Tack

Prior General

P. Martin Nolan (1983 - 1989)
Letter of 2nd April 1984, sent by the Prior General to all the members of the Order, on the occasion of the publication of the Acts of the Ordinary General Chapter of 1983

2 April 1984

Dear Brothers,


Six months have passed since the General Chapter of 1983. The acts of the Chapter have been published and by now should be arriving, in the communities of the Order.


During these months I have had the pleasure of getting to know personally the members of the Order in many parts of the world. Together with Father Pedro López, Assistant General for Latin America, I presided over the Ordinary Provincial Chapters of Chile in October of 1983 and of Ecuador in November of the same year. I had the opportunity to visit our brothers in Perú and its missions in Iquitos, Chuquibambilla and Chulucanas. I met the Irish who are helping the Ecuadorian province in Chone.


In December I visited Brasil where I was welcomed by the members of the Castilian province who work in the Regional Vicariate of Brasil. I also had the pleasure of meeting with the brothers of the Brasilian Viceprovince of the Province of Spain, and the brothers of the Vicariate of Brasil of the Madrid Province, together with our missionaries of the Maltese Province.


In January 1984, accompanied by the Assistant General Father Julián García Centeno, I presided over the happy event of the inauguration of the New Province of the Santo Niño de Cebù de Filipinas. I shared in the joy and generosity of the Mother Province at the birth of this youngest province in the Order. There I met with our missionaries from Japan, our Dutch brothers who work in Irian Jaya in Indonesia, as well as the Provincials of the Philippine, English and Scottish, Dutch and Australian Provinces.


Here in Europe I was happy to be able to visit our brethren in Germany on the occasion of the centenary of the death of Gregor Mendel. There I met with our brothers from the Regional Vicariate of Vienna.


I was also afforded the opportunity of visiting the Province of Malta; while here in Italy I was able to visit and greet the Provincials and many of the Italian Augustinians. Nor in the meantime have I neglected to visit our Augustinian Sisters when possible.


I am now taking this opportunity, as the Acts of the Chapter are in the mail, to greet all the members of the Order in the hope that before very long I will have the opportunity to salute you personally.


I should like to draw your attention to some of the tasks the General Chapter has committed to us for the coming six years.


I should also like to underline some concrete issues which affect all of us, and in this way to highlight the general direction and some of the central points of the programme developed by the General Chapter for the period of our mandate.

1. The Acts of the Chapter and Augustinian Life

The Acts of the Chapter you have in hand are the decisions and the programme which the Chapter Members, your elected delegates and the spokesmen of your wishes and desires for the Order, have chosen in your name to promote the life of the Order and our service of God and His people. Implementing these decisions is something that is incumbent on us all. We are called upon to put into practice in the daily reality of our lives what the Chapter has decided.


While some of the matters decided upon are more directly incumbent on the General Curia, the Provinces or the communities, it is clear that the realisation of the programme of the Chapter needs the co-operation and good will of all. The programme and its enactment constitute the first necessary step into the tomorrow that invites us and for which we hope. We are invited to take this step confident that in this way we can meet difficulties and overcome obstacles and look forward to a future full of promise.

2. Ongoing Formation

The need for an integral Augustinian formation was one of the points on which the Chapter most insisted. It is something that merits our full support and dedication. For it has to do with our call to completion by God so that we can experience the happiness He wished to share with us, by inviting us to be His effective grace-bearing presence to His people. Ongoing formation is today nothing less than essential.


The general direction and the objectives of Augustinian ongoing formation were aptly put before us in the audience granted to the Chapter by Pope John Paul II. In an authoritative and paternal way he challenged us to meet the expectations and the needs of the people we serve. To be able to offer something truly constructive we ourselves have to be religious securely anchored in the truth and spiritually well formed.


It is hoped to provide concrete programmes of renewal with the help of the Secretariat for Studies. However each of us is called on to take the opportunities offered, so as to deepen our awareness of our calling and increase our effectiveness, under grace, in bringing Christ to people.

3. Studies in the Order

The General Chapter has sought, yet another time, to underscore the importance of studies in the Order, insisting on what is already so clearly stated in the Constitutions. It was to promote and strengthen studies that the Chapter decided to establish a General Secretariat for Studies in Rome.


This is something that the General Council considers to be of the greatest importance for the life of the order if we are to offer to God's people the service they have every right to expect. I should like to support and foster the apostolate of research and studies in the conviction that it is through our learned men that our cultural heritage as Christians and as Augustinians is kept alive and pertinent, is enriched from one generation to the next and so made available to us for the upbuilding of the body of Christ.


We would wish that during the coming six years studies be fostered, that our learned men and all those dedicated to studies and research feel encouraged, that our centers of study be strengthened, that our publications be augmented in number and quality. It is however a work that cannot be accomplished without the efforts and the collaboration of all the Provinces. We are all of us asked to help create the environment in which our gifted brothers can continue their apostolate as professors, teachers, writers and researches. These men are a gift from God to the Order, a source of knowledge and wisdom, and the Order is indebted to them. As Augustinians we owe it to one another to stay loyal to the charism of study and research, for it is something that comes to us from St. Augustine himself. It is from this treasure of wisdom and knowledge that we can draw on the come to grips with the new problems with which the world each day present us. For new problems are a challenge to the omnipotent grace of the redeeming Christ, of which we are the bearers to a world in need. The service which these brothers offer to the Order can help us, in our turn, to offer a better service to the Church, which is our vocation.


It is of great importance that studies should occupy in the life of the province the place they deserve. In this way our young men will feel attracted to the apostolate of study, certainly an arduous and often silent apostolate but one that offers fulfilment in the good Christian sense of the word, and one that is replete with promise for the enrichment of Augustinian and ecclesial life.


It is therefore my earnest wish that those who are committed to studies and research give themselves to the task, so that putting their gifts and accomplishments to use they may be of service to the Order and the Church.

4. Justice and Peace

Once again the Chapter Fathers have made, in your name, a clear and decisive option for the poor, in the sense that all our works of evangelisation, wherever they take place, must be born and grow from the point of view of the poor. This option must be the fruit of an authentic personal conversion (Acta OSA 1983, pp. 145-147).


The programme traced by the Chapter is for us an inevitable step if we are to have some significance for God's people. The crisis in religious life today has often been described as a crisis of function. Many of our functions and our apostolates have been taken over by the State and other bodies. It could easily seem as if many of our works, apostolates and functions had ceased to have specifically Christian or religious significance. It is of course clear that we can revitalize these apostolates with something new, new content and new horizons, with the transforming power that is ours from Christ, so as to offer the people we serve the hope of a tomorrow and the strength to reach it. It is also clear that we are invited as religious to meet the needs of people which otherwise would go unattended. If we are unable to offer them new hope, the possibility of a new life, the guarantee of the redemption and the freedom won for them by Christ, they will remain disillusioned and we likewise will find ourselves unrealised in the full Christian sense of our calling. In the present apostolates in which we find ourselves and in the new ones that it is incumbent we discover, God is calling us to bring home to people an awareness or their dignity, to encourage the people to live a life of freedom and grace so that they feel themselves borne to share with the poor their goods, intellectual spiritual and material. God gave us the world to make it new with the transforming grace or Christ.


If on the other hand we are seen merely as a relic or a world long past and nearly dead, we will never attract vocations nor will we nurture the hope either in ourselves or others.

5. Prayer and Contemplation in the Order

The Chapter Fathers or the last two General Chapters sought to emphasise the real desire of many of our brethren to deepen their life of prayer and contemplation. St. Augustine states that contemplation has been promised as the end or all our labours and the fullness of our joy. In this joy we will want for nothing else, for there will be nothing else to want for. The Father will show Himself to us and this will be enough (cf. De Trinitate, 1, 8, 17). Jesus Christ Our Lord will hand over the kingdom to the Father, and neither He nor the Holy Spirit will be absent when He brings the faithful to the contemplation or God, that contemplation which is the end of all our good actions, unending peace which will not be taken away from us. And Augustine continues: Mary offered us an image of this when she sat at the feet or the Lord, listening to His word, that is, at rest from all activity and wholly wrapped up in the truth in so far as this life is capable of it, thus anticipating in figure what in the future would be unending (ibid. 1: 10, 20).


St. Augustine described bis spiritual journey to conversion and his search for the God who was within him all the time. In this way he shows us the journey we must all make to the center of the self to discover God and at the same time arrive at the fulfilment God wants for all of us. Just as we are committed to the world around us to renew it, so too must we cultivate the interior world where God awaits us.


The celebration of the centenary of the conversion of St. Augustine is a privileged occasion for us to progress under grace, in this inner journey, and to invite others to discover the God who waits within to welcome us all, and without whose transforming presence all our apostolic efforts are fruitless.

6. The Centenary of the Conversion of St. Augustine

The centenary of the conversion of St. Augustine gives us the opportunity to rediscover the theological depth and the spiritual grandeur of this great Father of the Church, so as to make his teaching and example available to God’s people today. For us Augustinians the celebration can mark the path to genuine renewal. It is a mission we as Augustinians are called to. Listen to the words of the Pontiff at the recent General Chapter: “Your Order's principal task is to keep alive and attractive the fascination that St. Augustine hold even for modern society. He is a stupendous ideal who generates enthusiasm, for the clear and committed knowledge of his thought and life awakens a thirst for God, a love for Jesus Christ, a love for wisdom and truth, a need for grace, prayer and virtue, of brotherly love and a longing for unending happiness. I too accompany you with my prayer, because I am convinced that you have a great mission to fulfil in the modern world, that of making the love and mercy of Christ experienced with the same ardent and impassioned tones as did your Father and Master (Acta O.S.A. 1983, p. 180).


Such words banish the pessimism of those who might be tempted to think that our mission is coming to an end. They point to a future full of meaning and hope. It is for us to translate into event and reality what was so joyfully proclaimed by the Pope. It is a task that awaits us. It something that can fill our lives, and can nurture and animate the whole Augustinian family - Fathers, Brothers, Sisters, Secular Fraternities - now that the urgency of the times calls for us to unite our spiritual forces so as to offer a still more effective service to the Church, Christ's Body on earth, in the spirit of Augustine.

7. Conclusion

I should like to conclude this greeting by indicating some other points on which the General Chapter dwelt and which need our attention.


One of these points refers to the need to concern ourselves and offer help to those regions in most need (cf. ACTA O.S.A. 1983, p. 137).


It is clear that today there are needs everywhere. The numbers of religious available have diminished in almost all regions. However it is also clear that there are some areas in greater need than others. It is healthy for the Order to accustom itself to view reality from a perspective that goes beyond the limits of the province. This is especially so when situations arise that cannot be saved except through the generous co-operation of sister Provinces a little better off. I wish to thank those Provinces which have already made people available in this manner and at the same time plead for continued and increased availability according to the mind of the Constitutions and Chapter.


I should like to draw your attention to the changes effected in the Constitutions. The Constitutions are the fundamental norm regulating our life together, affording us our juridical identity in the spirit of St. Augustine. No important change has been made by the General Chapter of 1983.


a) A series of numbers had to be confirmed to become part of the definitive text (cf. ACTA O.S.A. 1983, p. 114).


b) Some numbers had to be changed so as to be in accord with the New Code (cf. ibid.).


These changes should be incorporated into the various editions in different languages of the Constitutions, keeping in mind that the authentic text is the Latin one as published in the Acta.


I invite you to study the Chapter Acts so as to live them. We should not be discouraged by the fall-off in vocation or the crises we meet. These are challenges offered to us by the Lord so that we can search anew for meaning and give it new expression in our lives so as to reach the people and give them hope. It is an opportunity to see the Lord at work with the eyes of faith, and to move into the future full of confidence in His omnipotent grace.


In the hope of meeting you personally before too long, I recommend the whole Order to your prayers and ask you also especially to remember me in them.

Martin Nolan, O.S.A.

Prior General
Message of the Superiors General of the Augustinian Family for the XVI centenary of the Conversion and Baptism of Saint Augustine, 24th April 1986

THE CONVERSION OF ST. AUGUSTINE

LIGHT FOR OUR JOURNEY

To the entire Augustinian Family:
Religious men


Religious women


Lay collaborators

INTRODUCTION

The Augustinian Centenary

1.
The XVI centenary of the conversion and the baptism of our common Father, Teacher, and Inspiration, St. Augustine, offers us a splendid opportunity to share with you these reflections. We do so in order to strengthen the bond of communion within this great family, with its manifold great variety and yet at the same time a rich common tradition and history that is an outgrowth of that marvelous event of grace that is the conversion a gift of the Lord to Augustine for the benefit of the entire church.


We wish to leave out no one: brothers - priests and non priests, sisters of the contemplative life, sisters of the apostolic life, all the laity - those who share our apostolic service or who make up that field
 that the Lord has entrusted to us, whom Augustine would call fellow-servants and masters
.


With all of you we wish to reflect upon this great sign that the Lord offers us today for the sake of our conversion, in order to draw anew from the perennial fonts of that Spirit - requiring today enthusiastic continuators of that remarkable human and Christian experience that was Augustine's, so that we might, in common effort, speak once again to our world a convincing word of hope.

PART ONE

THE CONVERSION OF ST. AUGUSTINE

The story of the conversion

2.
The facts are well known regarding that long and arduous path that led Augustine from restlessness to peace. Likewise the names of those numerous people whom Providence brought into the life of Augustine to assist him in finding the path that leads to life and freedom are familiar.


Yet it is worthwhile to call to mind briefly the more significant steps of that journey and to look once again at the protagonists of that extraordinary event, in order to better understand the human and divine interaction in this adventure that, while miraculously filled with the extraordinary working presence of God, it remains also a most ordinary and human story, because it was unfolded by men and women like us, sinners and saints, pilgrims standing between the persecutions of the world and the consolations of God
.


Augustine received a Christian initiation from his mother Monica, herself undoubtedly a saint
. As a child he was enrolled in the Church as a catechumen
, but when he crossed the threshold of adolescence he stumbled “over the precipice of evil desires leaving (him) half drowned in a whirlpool of abominable sins"
. This moral downfall was accompanied by a rebellion against any self-discipline or religious restraint.


However he was a gifted youth, critical, intent upon knowing and searching, fundamentally honest. He would have immediately undertaken the path of “philosophy” which, at that precise moment of his life and according to the teaching of Cicero, indicated the path of virtue and true wisdom
. However, he found himself trapped by the pangs of an illness
 that over the course of time assumed various forms (pride, presumption, sensuality...) and conditioned him ever more clearly and inevitably.


These are the years of the counterfeit liberty of the Manichaeans; years of study and teaching; the time of his first major responsibilities (family, work, emigration). They are also the years of great flight: from his own self above all, and from the example of life proposed insistently by his mother and by the Catholic Church.


At the critical moment when the bewilderment and flight took him to the point of desperation, the Lord brought him in contact with the safest, secure and most helpful of guides: Ambrose and Simplicianus, John the Evangelist and Paul the Apostle, and still once again his mother, ever more convinced of the truth of her faith. His study of philosophy now provided him with new existential solutions
, but above all he began to catch a glimpse of, in a Church more credible for him, the God of wonders, to Whom one could entrust oneself, because that God continues to welcome and heal
 “in the true faith of the Catholic Church”
.


In the summer of 386, at the age of 32, the merciful power of Grace convinced him to let go and be healed, in order to conquer and regain everything: himself, his culture, a career not subject to the changing conditions of times so variable, but anchored in the “service of the Lord of time and history”
.


During the Easter of 387 Augustine's baptism sealed this change of direction. This conversion will be his life, that is, the point of departure for a continuous conversion, for new adventures of the spirit, for new searchings and experiences ever more enriching. First as a lay monk with his friends, then as priest, finally as bishop-but always ever more converted to the love of God, committed to the pursuit of that voice “which time does not diminish”, to search that light “which no place can contain”, that fragrance “which no wind scatters”, that food “which is not lessened by eating”, that embrace “which satiety never comes to sunder”
. This love will unlock him, will convert him to a friendship ever more profound with his fellow men and women, a real communion, created out of deep sharing and mutual care both in the common life of the monastery and his untiring pastoral activity.

Seeking the meaning of the conversion

3.
It is a delight to read the story of the conversion of Augustine with one's own eyes and to relive it in that atmosphere of joy and of freedom which are its hallmarks.


In the Confessions Augustine masterfully recounts for us his long and tortuous interior journey. He leaves nothing out; every detail, even the most negative, becomes a precious source of self-know-ledge, and serves as an analysis of his deeper aspirations that finally lead him, by means of that arduous journey, to recognize himself and to find himself as a new man, remade in the most exalted of encounters, or better yet, in identifying himself with the 'truest' man, Jesus of Nazareth.


As we re-propose during this centenary celebration the attentive reading of Augustine's account, unique in its field, not only for the knowledge it gives of the experience of Augustine but also for what it tells us of our own experience, we also wish to pause briefly and reflect upon the interpretation that Augustine himself offers us regarding his conversion, so that his joy and freedom may continue to make its presence felt in our own hearts.

Augustine finds himself and the joy of living

4.
Augustine presents his conversion as a rediscovery of himself
. It is he himself who is the hidden and priceless treasure, a treasure continually searched for, and often lost, but once and for all found
.


How is it that Augustine himself is this treasure? Why is he this precious pearl? Because he succeeded in finding within himself the Kingdom of the Gospel as a hidden treasure: the precious pearl is his own humanity, healed and renewed in Christ.


Augustine sought with his entire being to be happy; he could not endure to live with his own heart in turmoil, at odds between truth and false-hood, love and lust, unity and disintegration
. He realized that he had been made for something great
, he became aware that it was his own humanity that would become his vocation: the desire to love and to be loved, without limits
; the desire for beauty, of all that is beautiful, without exception
; the wish to enjoy, to live in happiness, escaping that accursed mystery of evil, suffering, death ...
. But at the same time he found himself lost in a jungle of problems, of false and disastrous attempts, of ever new sufferings
. The various philosophies, the diverse religious movements of his time trumpeted precise solutions, tempting answers
, but ones that in the long run always sacrificed something of that humanity that he was aware of as the true treasure, if only it could be led towards its fullness and integrity.


But where to find the right physician, the prudent master that helps you, that heals you from within, without taking away something of your humanity, that enlightens you and gives you the strength to be yourself, with neither hypocrisy nor cowardice?


The doctor who would help you to recognize yourself and accept yourself in your illness - because it is illness that we are speaking about, an “illness of the spirit”
, rendering one incapable of willing forcefully and fully, “fortiter et integre”
, that which one considers indispensable - is Christ, the humble physician
, the man-God
, who works from within
 removing nothing that is vital, but instead healing, integrating empowering. It is He who is the doctor who heals, reliving in Augustine His own experience of being true man - in all things human - with the power of God
.


The teacher
 who shows him the right way, the teacher who is Himself the way of man, making Himself the way for him and within him, without superimposing Himself, but instead offering a just security that becomes a type of autonomy, is again Christ, “the way, the truth and the life”
. 


This encounter with Christ, fostered above all by reflection, is a re-entering into oneself
 that becomes an analysis of all that happens, with one's point of departure being a deeply motivated attentiveness, ever more personal, to the Scriptures
 and a discovery of the signs, of the marvels that the Lord continues to produce in the heart of His people
, creates in Augustine a profound happiness that reconciles him completely with life.


God, in the perfect image of Christ Jesus, reveals to him the concrete and immediate possibility of not renouncing his own humanity but, instead, living it out in fullness, with all the relish that a purified and limitless love can give, the contemplation of the very beauty of God reflected in one's interior world: indescribable, yes, but always real
.

Augustine comments on the freedom he attained; indeed this very freedom leads him to pray: “O Lord, I am Your servant: I am Your servant and the son of Your handmaid. You have broken my bonds. I will sacrifice to You the sacrifice of praise. Let my heart and tongue praise you, and let all my bones say, O Lord, who is like to You? Let them say and do You answer me and say to my soul: I am your salvation. Who am I and what kind of man am I? What evil has there not been in my deeds, or if not in my deeds, in my words, or if not in my words, then in my will? But You, Lord, are good and merciful, and Your right hand had regard to the profundity of my death and drew out the abyss of corruption that was in the bottom of my heart. By Your gift I had come totally not to will what I willed but to will what You willed. But where in all that long time was my free will, and from what deep sunken hiding-place was it suddenly summoned forth in the moment in which I bowed my neck to Your easy yoke and my shoulders to Your light burden, Christ Jesus, my Helper and my Redeemer?


How lovely I suddenly found it to be free from the loveliness of those vanities, so that now it was a joy to renounce what I had been so afraid to lose. For You cast them out of me, O true and supreme Loveliness, You cast them out of me and took their place in me, You who are sweeter than all pleasure, yet not to flesh and blood; brighter than all light, yet deeper within than any secret; loftier than all honour, but not to those who are lofty to themselves. Now my mind was free from the cares that had gnawed it, from aspiring and getting and weltering in filth and rubbing the scab of lust. And I talked with You as friends talk, my glory and my riches and my salvation, my Lord God”
.
In the merciful embrace of the Father, Augustine discovers the measure of love

5.
Augustine looks back over these events as a development of the Gospel parable of the prodigal son and the good Father
. In Augustine one also finds a rebellion, a lengthy flight, the experience of humiliation and of misery - “in the region of un. likeness” in regione dissimilitudinis
, “a barren land” in regione egestatis
. There is always the temptation to abandon the search
, but finally his ‘homesickness’
, his desire for the peace the heart constantly seeks and so must be somewhere, leads to the way home and the affectionate and festive embrace of the Father Who has always pursued him, prompted him, awaited him patiently with a providential and merciful love that has the power to reconcile himself with his own self, with life, and what meant a great deal for Augustine, with love.


This unexpected and most sweet love
 of a patient Father, Who knows only how to love, Who pardons all, always and no matter what, Who heals as he pardons
, wins over Augustine. It is a true feast this reconciliation
, a ‘piece’ of heaven on earth. And would it not be something beautiful to make a life of this feast? To transform life into a continuous feast of mercy? What would prevent it -Augustine seems to say to his friends, with whom he had already made various attempts to experience communion and celebration
. First these were only dreams, lacking the necessary force to enjoy that wisdom so barely perceived. But now there is the power of merciful Love, the constant guarantee of recovery; there is the absolute presence of this Love diffused in our hearts
. Therefore it is possible, it is beautiful and joyful to be able to live together in friendship, that friendship being guaranteed by the very love of God
.


Thus begins for Augustine the “devout purpose”
, his desire to dedicate himself totally to the service of the Lord in community life. For him it would mean the deepening of the truth that gives meaning to life and that is the Lord
; the relish and security that this love produces and the contemplation of God's beauty which is to be found everywhere
, but above all in the faces and hearts of men and women
. These are worth the commitment of one's life, all the more if this can be truly lived in union with friends, since friendship fosters such a commitment by like-minded souls animated by the same desire and enthusiasm
, not having to renounce the healing power of love and its manifestations, for these manifestations speak continually of the love of God and can rightly be identified with that very love of God
.


The youthful experience of love that frequently went beyond the boundaries of friendship and entered the realm of lust
, now becomes a dream realized by the power of grace and purified in its manifestations by the very love of God. “...to talk and laugh and do each other kindnesses; read pleasant books together, pass from lightest jesting to talk of the deepest things and back again; differ without rancour, as a man might differ with himself, and when most rarely dissension arose find our normal agreement all the sweeter for it; teach each other or learn from each other; be impatient for the return of the absent, and welcome them with joy on their home-coming; these and such like things, proceeding from our hearts as we gave affection and received it back, and shown by face, by voice, by the eyes, and a thousand other pleasing ways, kindled a flame which fused our very souls and of many made us one”
. “Let not one say: ‘I do not known what I should love’. Let him love his brother and he will love the same love. For he knows the love by which he loves more than the brother whom he loves. And so, God can now become more known to him than his brother, actually more known because more present, more known because more within him, more known because more certain. Embrace love, God, and embrace God by love. It is love itself which unites all the good angels and all the servants of God by the bond of holiness, and unites us and them mutually with ourselves and makes us subject to Himself. Therefore, the more we are cured of the swelling of pride, the more we are full of love, and of what, if not of God is he full who is full of love?... brotherly love itself (for brotherly love is that whereby we love one another) not only comes from God, but also is God Himself. Therefore, when we love our brother from love, we love our brother from God”
.


The monastery becomes the house of the common Father - Our Father - and His way of loving - His care, patience, mercy - become the law of the common life
. No longer are there rich and poor, slave and free, fortunate and unfortunate: all are equally sons of the same Father, all equally share the same riches - God Himself
, ever ready to share all, because everything was given at the feast of mercy
.


This Father not only gave us His Son, who in His humility led us to the discovery of the poverty and the greatness of our humanity
; he has also given us the Spirit - the love of the Father and the Son -so that the Spirit might become the force of our love and the bond of our communion
, so that not only each one of us individually would be the image of the Trinity, but all together would live and express the unity of trinitarian love
.


In this way the Spirit willed the existence of the Church
; in this way Augustine, having been converted, viewed the monastic life as brothers and sisters gathered together by the Spirit - the dew of Hermon
 - around the Eucharist, in order to live what is signifies and creates: unity in charity
.

Augustine rediscovers the Church...

6.
The exiling oneself from one's “father's house” also meant for Augustine rebellion against the Church
 and attacking the Bible, Catholic morality and everyone who advocated it, namely bishops and even his own mother!


The Bible had seemed to him just a collection of fables, mysterious stories more adapted to the naiveté of his mother but unworthy of a young intelligent man who had discovered philosophy, tuned to the tastes of an aesthete, a master of the beauties of Ciceronian style
.


Bishops or any preacher seemed to him just monotonous spokesmen of an inflexible morality and dogmatic truths rather than true and proper educators, open and prepared even to debate
. 


He considered Christians to be on a level with sheep, always ready to do one thing, renounce their own reason and opinion in favor of a patronizing faith; rather ignorant and incapable of defending this faith from even the minor attacks of someone accustomed to reasoning
.


His mother's opinions were accordingly “womanish”
: she was disposed only to blindly obey priests and bishops, ever present in Church murmuring her prayers, closed to every religious and moral novelty that came from some non-Catholic source. She was ever firm, and deeply so, in her convictions, even to the point of impressing the most callous rationalist
.


But this very mother of his, so derided and unappreciated, by her tears and her prayers
, by her decision even to banish him from her house
, by her concern as an intelligent mother tenaciously faithful
, will herself lead him to that same Christ whom he had already drunk in with his mother's milk
. She herself will bring him back to life as often as she will find him dead along the way of life
.


It will be a bishop, Ambrose, with his fatherly and intelligent style, who will lead him to discover the Bible, the book of faith that empowers every reason, and the Church, that polar star that guides to the port of life and salvation
.


It will be these same Christians, young and old, men and women learned and unlearned, with their witness as a people joyful in the following of Christ, who will make him ashamed of his empty life and will lead him to the understanding that only the person who entrusts himself to Christ and His Church will find the stability of true security and the joy of a true home
. “You had pierced our hearts with the arrow of Your love, and our minds were pierced with the arrows of Your words. To burn away and utterly consume our slothfulness so that we might no more be sunk in its depths, we had the depths of our thought filled with the examples of our servants whom You had changed from darkness to light and from death to life; and these inflamed us so powerfully than any false tongue of contradiction did not extinguish our flame but set us blazing more fiercely”
.


The Christian community of Milan, so alive and rich with abundant vocations
, so fervent in prayer and the chanting of the psalms and hymns
, so united with its pastor and hero Ambrose
, offered Augustine a concrete image of the early Christian Church, of that Pentecost experience that would fascinate him for the rest of his life. In his seventies, he will once again remind his people: “How we desired to live and how in fact we already live with the help of the Lord, many of you already know from the Holy Scriptures; but to refresh your memories, the passage from the Acts of the Apostles will be read to you where you will see described the kind of life that we intend to pursue: Acts 4,31-35... I also want to reread it for you. I prefer to be the reader of these words that are so much the foundation of my ideals... You have heard what is our intent; pray so that we may put it into action”
.

a) ... the Church, mother of salvation

7.
With his conversion Augustine experienced the Church as mother of salvation and true model of life.

He had had up to this point the experience of an exceptional mother, Monica, who had not put aside her maternal role of giving life, understood in its most profound sense. Not only his conversion, but every experience of Augustine is marked by the presence of this mother, who did not rest content with giving him her milk and her own blood, but along with these her own faith, security, moral rectitude, and sensitivity. And in fact she succeeded, even at the cost of repeated and often most painful suffering.


Augustine, at a certain point in his interior evolution, at the time of his darkest bewilderment, when he was ready in his exhaustion and delusion to give up the struggle - he actually uses the word “despaired”
 - would find in Monica the needed help. She felt all the urgency of a mother to enfold him in her arms, and blind, take him by the hand and lead him towards the light; she would regenerate him to a life that would still have hope, otherwise it would be death. “O God, my hope from my youth, where were You all this time, where had You gone? For was it not You who created me and distinguished me from the beasts of the field and made me wiser than the birds of the air? Yet I walked through dark and slippery places, and I went out of myself in the search for You and did not find the God of my heart. I had come into the depths of the sea and I had lost faith and all hope of discovering the truth. By this time my mother had come to me, following me over sea and land with the courage of piety and relying upon You in all perils... She found me in a perilous state through my deep despair of ever discovering the truth”
.


But it is another mother, the Catholic Church, which will regenerate Augustine through faith and sacrament to life
, communicating to him the hope of redemption in Christ Jesus: “... and we were baptized, and all anxiety as to our past life fled away... How much You have loved us, O good Father, Who spared not even Your own Son, but delivered Him up for us wicked men! How You have loved us, for whom He thought it not robbery to be equal with You but became obedient even unto the death of the Cross, He Who alone was free among the dead... turning us from slaves into Your sons, by being Your Son and becoming a slave. Rightly is my hope strong in Him, who sits at Your right hand and intercedes for us; otherwise I should despair. For many and great are my infirmities, many and great, but Your medicine is of more power. We might well have thought Your Word remote from union with man and so have despaired of ourselves, if it had not been made flesh and dwelt among us”
.


It will be this fascinating motherhood of the Church that will convince Augustine not to retire into the desert for a life of quiet, far from the responsibilities of the ministry of priest and bishop, but rather to serve the Church in generating new sons to new life
. How would he himself have been reborn if the Church had not received him; if it had not announced to him the Word and the mystery of salvation; if it had not poured the water of life over his head; if it had not offered him the food and drink of redemption?


“Terrified by my sins and the mass of my misery, I had pondered in my heart and thought of flight to the desert; but You forbade me and strengthened me, saying: And Christ died for all; that they also who live, may now not live to themselves but with Him who died for them (2 Cor. 5, 15).


See, Lord, I cast my care upon You, that I may live: and I will consider the wondrous things of Your law. You know my unskillfulness and my infirmity: teach me and heal me. He Your only One, in Whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge, has re-deemed me with His blood. Let not the proud speak evil of me, for I think upon the price of my redemption, I eat it and drink it and give it to others to cat and drink; and being poor I desire to be filled with it among those that eat and are filled: and they shall praise the Lord that seek Him”
.


The same experience of maieutic collaboration with the Church, mother and life-giver, he will present in moving description to all who want to follow it in the quiet of contemplation, and to all Christians, so that conversion would be a gift ever more diffuse and relished
.

b) ... the Church, model of life

8.
From the Church mother to the Church model the passage is brief and logical for Augustine.


The Church is the community of men and women who live the gift of conversion
; it is humanity in which Christ is incarnated so that it can live with authenticity and fullness all His values
. Of these values, the most necessary, the most perfect is communion, harmony, the unity of charity
. Augustine committed himself to the style of the primitive Church and in planning his life as a convert, from the outset of his conversion he related everything to charity: “... no one shall perform any task for his own benefit but all your work shall be done for the common good, with greater zeal and more dispatch than if each one of you were to work for yourself alone. For charity, as it is written, 'is not self-seeking', meaning that it places the common good before its own, not its own before the common good. So whenever you show greater concern for the common good than for your own, you may know that you are growing in charity. Thus, let the abiding virtue of charity prevail in all things that minister to the fleeting necessities of life”
.


What mattered to him was not that the monastic life would assume a precise and distinct structure within the Church. He was concerned with persons and their relationship with each other. He was anxious that persons should succeed in expressing their humanity, uplifted and sustained by grace. He was concerned that monasteries would exemplify a transparent, simple and disciplined life, thus giving as clear a sign as possible of the life of the Church as it ought to be lived in charity and total sharing; in other words, human life modeled according to the Spirit
.


Having himself experienced loss and error, argumentation and rebellion, he was ready to understand and welcome as a brother anyone who erred
.


Having sweated and suffered in the search for the truth that would satisfy, he knew how to understand the every effort and delusion of a searcher, and he knew well how to point out the way of hope
.


Having himself relished the sweetness of a house, of a Father and of a mother, he knew not to be scandalized by human weakness, but instead to pardon, according to the rhythm of Grace and the Eucharist
.

Thus Augustine intended his monastery to be a little Church where the mercy of the Lord is lived, in harmony with the universal Church - the Catholica -, the mystery of salvation and unity for all peoples
.

PART TWO

OUR CONVERSION

Our conversion: celebration of joy

9.
The memory of such an extraordinary event, Augustine's conversion, so fruitful for the Church, cannot but fill one with joy. This does not only refer to a call, authoritative as it may be, for our conversion, to a changing of our lives. The conversion of Augustine is above all a sign of a great gift, before ever our being called. Or, if you will, it is primarily a call to open ourselves to the way God loves, to His way of effecting our change by means of His free gift of a power that precedes and heals independently of our always deficient efforts, intelligent and moral as they may be, to break through the wall of the illness of our spirit and change ourselves from within. Such can only be done by His merciful and inexhaustible love.

All is gift

10.
The first task that we must set to is to open ourselves to the ever new possibilities of God and to believe in the drawing and renewing power of His grace. “I can do all in him who gives me the strength”
, because His force is our new identity; the identity of anyone who believes no longer only in a sterile and discouraging moralism but above all in the perennial youthfulness of God, ready to amaze us each day, because every day He renews us with His own gifts. It is to this perspective that we must be converted, to the perspective of the gift that brings peace, rejuvenates, and gives birth to hope.


It is to pass from a state of slavery (of weakness and of fear) to that of liberty. No goal is too lofty and no fall is irreversible. No one can any longer say: “I can't” or “too late”
. This new dimension and interior drive, is God's gift, the Spirit-Love, not given because of our merits - we have none any-way
 - but out of His infinite mercy
.


It is to see the world and the events of life with the eyes of God, with His optimism, justified by the possibilities that He gives to the poor, the humble, the pure of heart, to those who hunger and thirst for justice ...
 No longer is there only sadness, a stoical resignation to an unchanging fate, there is now hope and trust in Him who makes all things new
. He has already planted in the world the explosive seed of new life that perhaps we still await: “The Word was made flesh, and dwelt in our midst ... and to all those who have believed He has given the gift of becoming sons of God”
.


It is to live with a new elan, wider, universal, free from the drag produced by our own limited and narrow judgments, stemming from envy or jealousy. We live now by the Spirit of God, patient and pardoning, welcoming and not asking questions, celebrating and wishing all to participate, and no one to remain sad because they did not comprehend such love
.

To our consecrated brothers and sisters: rediscover the joy of our consecration

11.
It is in this light that we must rethink our religious consecration in order to feel joyously redeemed and to see ourselves as bearers of a message that realizes fully our aspirations and offers to the people of our day the witness that those desires for simplicity and happiness, rooted in their hearts, and also so frustrated, are not beyond realization, but can be had and experienced.


Evident in the experience of the conversion of Augustine is the note of happiness that accompanies his devout purpose to dedicate himself totally to the service of the Lord
. Now that he is re-found in the Lord, in the security of His love, what no longer seems unbelievable is full self-realization by means of the contemplation of God's beauty and the ever more profound experience of His love in the common life and in the human relationships of friendship and fraternity.


Augustine is enamored of the monastic life, understood as a choice to consecrate oneself totally to the common life
. He considers it the most profound experience of love-without-exclusion. Love of God in the first place
, a most personal and most concrete love, nourished by a passionate and never-ending search; contemporaneously a love of brothers and sisters
, likewise personal and concrete, the most evident proof of the presence and growth of the love of God. In the monastic experience Augustine finally sees realized his most insistent desire, one that pursued him for years and left him without peace, that of an experience of love that would not remain relative and partial. In the service of the Lord and of his brothers and sisters, Augustine, converted totally to the Lord and thus totally to his brothers and sisters, finds the fullness of love, in so far as it can be experienced by man on this earth. Thus he is always happy, even in the midst of difficulties. His joy becomes infectious and ever succeeds in attracting new friends
.


We religious today find ourselves in great difficulty regarding growth and development. Among the reasons that derive from us - besides those that flow from the society in which we live - there is certainly a cooling of the enthusiasm and joy of our vocation: this offers a very partial picture of our lives and says little to others. Perhaps this object of our choice of life is not as clear to us, nor as realized, as it was for Augustine. Perhaps God remains for us too abstract and distant, not yet “the most beautiful among the sons of men”
; he is not so real and lovable in every brother and sister we find at our side
.


The times change as do the structures, but the soul of the religious life does not, the soul that Augustine incarnated so strongly and originally; the joy to have found a treasure such as Christ the Lord, contemplated and loved in this humanity that is each one of us and each one of our brothers and sisters with whom Christ identifies Himself.


Perhaps we have need to recover a level of contemplation and of love, that are really two sides of the same experience. Only if we are “lovers of spiritual beauty” can we give forth “the good odor of Christ”
. And this spiritual beauty is Christ Him-self, sought out and loved every-where along the human way, as the only One who can satisfy our heart.


Our conversion to the joy of our religious consecration is all the more asked of us today by our own contemporaries. They look for a valid witness, a concrete proof that it is possible to find the Lord and to have a personal rapport with Him. They want to see how this rapport can really make a difference to the quality of life and human relationships.


As was the case with Augustine, our conversion as men and women religious would also be a precious gift for the Church and our world. For those many people who have lost themselves and the God within
 it could be a practical source of hope. Our conversion could be a positive program of love for every man and woman whom the Lord places on our path: to welcome in that person, in their situation, actual requests from God; to help them to find themselves, their interior unity; to support them in evaluating their interior world and in the pursuit of interior autonomy. This is a task both fascinating and laborious, but tied intimately to the enthusiasm with which we express our own religious consecration and the satisfaction of our religious commitment.


At the most critical moment of his search Augustine found an attentive, welcoming, and intelligent priest, who listened with patience, and without judging him. He brought to light much of the good to be found in the tormented experience of Augustine and pointed out to him the path to follow in order to return to the way of truth, the way of the Lord. The priest Simplicianus
, along with the majestic figure of Ambrose the bishop, can serve as a balanced and attentive model of a spiritual guide for so many of our brothers and sisters. Augustine will follow the example of Simplicianus and Ambrose after his conversion: always attentive to persons, always available to welcome and respond, so that each person could find within the true guide Who is Christ
.

To our sisters of the contemplative life: become the heart of the world

12.
In this regard, a most valuable and specific service can be especially rendered by our sisters of the contemplative life, who ever seek to re-live and offer anew in all its radicalness the first project of Augustine after his conversion, as described by Possidius: the community of Tagaste. “He lived only for God, with fasting, prayer and good works, meditating day and night on the law of the Lord. And Whatever God revealed to his intelligence in meditation and prayer, he shared with those present and absent by his words and his writings”
.


It is given to these our contemplative sisters, as gift and mission, to contemplate every day the beauty of God, to taste of His sweetness, to help their fellow men and women, brothers and sisters, to become more contemplative as they carry out their daily work.


In fact their particular style of life, as emphasized by Vatican Council II as a “glory for the Church and a source of heavenly grace” and recognizing in them a “mysterious apostolic fruitfulness”
, places our contemplative sisters at the heart of the world, at the heart of the Church
 and at the heart of the Augustinian family. Their contemplative vocation, in virtue of the fact that “we form one single body under one single Head” makes it possible for the Augustinian family to fully realize the search for truth - caritas veritatis - and the necessary service of one's brothers and sisters - necessitas caritatis - which are the two hinges of Augustinian monasticism. “In such a way, wrote Augustine to the Monks on the island of Capraia, you are active in us and we are contemplative in you”
.


In the light of the conversion of Augustine, the Augustinian nun appears as the wise and strong woman, free and mature, full of a desire to serve God as the unique Spouse and Lord, avid in search of the infinite mystery of love. She is one who animates the Church and remains in an attitude of continuous conversion by that care for souls that Christ had, becoming like Christ, the heart of the world.


And the monasteries, by the very reason of the conversion which pertains to us and which ought to orientate us, must become precise reference points for the search of that God who makes it possible for us to find ourselves. The monasteries should also be ideal places of welcome by reason of the rich humanity that is experienced there, and of prayer, and friendship with God, Who by this very experience is communicated.

Priests, religious men and women, and laity united in the service of the Church

13.
Augustine took as a model for the monastic life the apostolic community described by St. Luke in the first chapters of the Acts of the Apostles (2-4). Accordingly he viewed community life in a monastery as the simple and authentic Christian life of the primitive Church. In so doing he succeeded in rendering the Church a most valuable service.


On the one hand Augustinian monasteries became authentic schools of ecclesial community, in the most authentic sense of the word: one could not fail to notice in these monasteries the communion (unity in charity) that is the distinctive sign of the true Church
. On the other hand, everything was directed - prayer, work, goods, culture - to the service of evangelization and charity, according to the gifts of each person
.


Every time that our religious families are remade with courage and determination, but also with great simplicity, according to this model and witness, they discover the freshness and the dynamism proper to the works of God.


In our own day many movements within the Church show forth its perennial spring, precisely because they succeed in remaking themselves according to those cardinal principles of primitive Christianity which are clearly embodied in our Rule.


It is a fact that the older the organism, the more need there is of renewal, and this is not easy by reason of the complicated layers of time and human conditioning. We however have from our history a clear tradition and a rich and documented spirituality.


The same “signs of the times” are favorable, since groups of laity, already close to us by reason of ministry or spiritual affinity, urge us on, seeking from us a simplicity of rapport, those signs of friend-ship, that sharing of prayer, of goods and of work in the service of the poor Christ who knocks insistently at the door of our quiet
, a quiet not always contemplative. They are seeking from us values that we claim to possess, but which we perhaps do not succeed in expressing adequately.


The centenary of the conversion of Augustine could be a favorable moment to effect a new outpouring of grace: to place our experience of Augustinian religious community on the axis of the Church as “mystery of communion”
, on the axis of the Church of today, characterized by the advanced and outstanding contribution of the laity.


Augustine prophetically projected the presence of monasteries in urban centers, as a ferment for the unity and vitality of the Church. They were always islands of the spirit, clearly visible and inserted into the social fabric. Thus they were able to enliven it with the unique values of the Spirit, primary among these values being charity (harmony) and wisdom (the study of the Scriptures)
.


We can make anew a valuable contribution to the cause of the unity of the Church of today, and thus of its vitality, if our communities, small as they are, take up again in simplicity their role of mediation through their richer experience of God and of a human relationship which is more personal and welcoming.


In so doing we will not only find ourselves more content and fulfilled in our own little contribution - seeing that often enough we work with structures that lack humanity - but we will also help the various local churches to grow as community, “in the unity of mind and heart on the same road towards God”
. We could respond to a need felt by us, to overcome our isolation and loss of meaning by reason of a certain outmoded and sterile way of being religious and priests, in a world that is changing and is pressing in upon us ever more insistently. We may respond to a whole series of question asked at this precise moment by our contemporaries, both in the Church and the world: What can be done in order to live human relationships more genuinely, and find a rap-port that would have more of the freshness of a humanity renewed in Christ, through whom we love one another, and help one another with the passion, the force and the fidelity that is born of God Himself, because He Himself is this love?


Are faith, prayer, liturgy reserved to a few or do they serve as a ferment, as leaven for the whole and for that entire mass of problems that afflict us, that have made us lose ourselves, our identity, and the hope of a world more human and free?


Is it not possible to find together - priests, religious, laity - around the Word and around the shared Table, the road that would lead us to share the anguish of the poor, of the least, so that “no one would lack what is necessary” (Acts 4, 34), so that the daily bread that the same Father gives us (and is the bread of wheat, the oil of gladness, the light of the mind, the peace of the heart ... ) would be sufficient for all?


That primitive church, composed of simple people with hearts filled with faith and the Holy Spirit, is it only an utopia or is it a life that can be lived, as Augustine reminds us, since it corresponds to our most sincere desire, one that we carry within ourselves, and is the gift of the Spirit?

The irreplaceable presence of the laity

14.
To this common and sensitive program, already well formulated by Vatican Council II in its treasure of documents
 and continuously reproposed as the path of the Church as it approaches the third millennium, we would like to add an affectionate and specific reference to the numerous groups of laity who share with us the gift of conversion and the labor of the apostolate.


For them also Augustine's experience can become a privileged moment in order to reflect more serenely and manifest with greater conviction the meaning of their presence in the Church and in the world. “But the laity, by their very vocation, - the Council clearly emphasizes - seek the kingdom of God by engaging in temporal affairs and by ordering them according to the plan of God. They live in the world, that is, in each and in all of the secular professions and occupations. They live in the ordinary circumstances of family and social life, from which the very web of their existence is woven. They are called there by God so that by exercising their proper function and being led by the spirit of the gospel they can work for the sanctification of the world from within, in the manner of leaven. In this way they can make Christ known to others, especially by the testimony of a life resplendent in faith, hope and charity. The layman is closely involved in temporal affairs of every sort. It is therefore his special task to illumine and organize these affairs in such a way that they may always start out, develop, and persist according to Christ's mind, to the praise of the Creator and Redeemer”
.


We see outlined in this teaching the clear theological and spiritual stance of a Christian presence in the world elaborated by Augustine in his copious literary output, but which already found its matrix in the experience of conversion.


To you laity, builders with us of the kingdom of justice and of love, of unity and of peace, by your very vocation to live in the world in order to sanctify it as a leaven from within, conversion calls you to make a particular commitment to a strong interior life so that you can make it a living reality in every dimension of human life.


In order to clarify this commitment, Augustine would use today the same synthetic expression of the Council: “Thus as worshippers whose every deed is holy, the laity consecrate the world itself to God”
.


Worshippers in spirit and truth, since you are constantly reconciled with yourselves and with the God who dwells within you.


Workers of justice and of charity by the consistency that flows from adoration: the authenticity of our “reflection”, our “prayer”, and especially our participation in the Eucharist, requires works of social justice and the work of human promotion leading towards a model society that would be ever more the city of God - God guaranteeing the rights of man - and ever less the city of this world, founded on falsehood and injustice.


Builders of unity, above all of interior unity, which is the immediate fruit of conversion and that happens when God reconciles us with Himself and with our-selves; and then of the unity of all those other indispensable dimensions upon which we depend: family, church, society.

CONCLUSION

A feast for all

15.
We have quickly traversed the steps of the interior drama of Augustine, that was resolved only by the abundant grace of God, ending in a great feast. Truly, “he who was lost was found, he who was dead returned to life”
.


Augustine himself recalled this experience, always with accents of unbounded joy, as he revealed each of its steps, so that all peoples, every wayfarer, would find themselves and be opened to that feast of life: “O loving God, what is it in men that makes them rejoice more for the salvation of a soul that was despaired of or one delivered from a major peril, than if there had always been hope or the peril had been less? Even you, O Merciful Father, rejoice more upon one sinner doing penance than upon ninety and nine just who need not penance. It is with special joy that we hear how the lost sheep is brought home upon the exultant shoulders of the shepherd and how the coin is put back into your treasury while the neighbors rejoice with the woman who found it. And the joy we feel at mass in Your church brings tears as we hear of that younger son who was dead and made alive again, who had been lost and was found”
.


It is a feast that can continue after the phase of conversion, since it flows from within, since Augustine learned to recognize the Lord and to remember Him present
, in his interior world, in his very humanity. It is not yet the definitive feast, one without difficulties
, but on the other hand it is a whole new way of living: “All my hope is naught save in your great mercy. Grant what you command, and command what you will”
.


It is precisely this that is the beauty and the greatness of the conversion of Augustine:


it can be a feast for all, 


it can be the gift that the Lord continues to offer


to whoever looks within and finds the Lord as companion for the adventure.

And when it is told to others it already becomes a feast that is shared, it is already evangelization...


“Today this prophecy is fulfilled in your presence: the blind see, the lame walk, the lepers are healed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, salvation is proclaimed to the poor”
.


And it is not, we are convinced, only a conversion of a spiritual and religious nature, within the usual limits given to these terms.


It is the beginning of the unique road that leads men and women to their fulfillment, along that unique path that carries humanity to its full realization: towards that City of God that marks the beginning and the terminus of our history.


In this City, this marvelous goal, the whole of humanity is found complete and one. In the light of this reality, one that matures every day and is the constant work of God, the little steps of the journey - our personal journey and the one we make together - acquire firmness, meaning and value.

Rome, 24 April 1986

Fr. Martin Nolan. Prior General of the Augustinians

Fr. Francisco Javier Ruiz Pascual, Prior General of the Augustinian Recollects

Fr. Felice Rimass, Prior General of the Discalced Augustinians

Fr. Stephan Hervè, Superior General of the Augustinians of the Assumption

Letter on the occasion of the XVI Centenary of the Conversion of Saint Augustine

A cry from the heart

Conversion and Prayer Today

“God is delight and the faithful rest in delight with Him, called home from the noise that is abroad to the joys that are silent. Why do we rush to the top of heaven and the bottom of earth looking for Him Who is here at home with us if only we would be with Him”. (De Trinitate, 8, 7, 11).


“No movement in religious life has any value unless it be also movement inwards to the "still centre" of your existence where Christ is. It is not what you do that matters most, but what you are”. (Pope John Paul II, Address to Religious of Ireland, 1 October 1979. AAS)

INTRODUCTION


St. Augustine opens the story of conversion by describing the restlessness that seethes in the heart of every person: “You excite the human person, so that his delight is to praise You, because you made us for Yourself and our heart is restless until in You it rests”
.

The conclusion of the last book of the Confessions returns to the theme of restlessness, and Augustine addresses God who alone can calm that unquiet in which He created us: “You, O God, who alone are good, have never ceased to do good. Some works of ours are good because of your gift, even though they are not eternal. We hope, after these good works, to rest in your great sanctification. You are the goodness that needs no other good, always at rest within Yourself, for Your yourself are your own quiet. And what man can bring another to understand this? What angel can do so for another angel, or for another man? From you let it be asked, sought after, knocked on the door for: thus, thus will it be received, found and disclosed to us”
.

Bracketed between these two chapters is Augustine's description of bis spiritual odyssey. Looking back after a life-time on all that he had written, Augustine was to say of his Confessions: “The thirteen books of my Confessions praise the good and just God both for the bad and good events of my life, and they make the human mind and heart enthusiastic for Him. In so far as I am concerned this is what they did for me when they were being written, and do for me now when they are read”
.

The Confessions are a prayer of praise and thanksgiving to the God by Whom Augustine eventually realised that he was already known, loved, followed and finally coaxed home from all bis wanderings. Augustine discovered God waiting to welcome him home inside his own heart
.


An Apostolic Letter of His Holiness Pope John Paul II, solemn liturgical celebrations, international sympo,5ia, renewal courses, an international Youth Festival at Lecceto and other events have marked the 1600th anniversary of the Conversion of St. Augustine. It is not however just a remembrance of an event over and done with some sixteen centuries ago. It is also an invitation to trace the same prayerful path that alone leads to the discovery of the living and loving God at the centre of one's life. That discovery gives us access to the interior world where the multiplicity of all we see and hear around us comes together into one to take on its true meaning, coherence and worth.

PART 1

AUGUSTINE, RESTLESSNESS AND PEOPLE TODAY

1. The RestIessness of People Today


A recent survey by the Holy See lists the symptoms in which many people today express their quest for meaning and their need for God. The report recapitulated the answers to a questionnaire sent all over the world concerning the activities of the many religious sects currently in our midst. The factors which lead so many into the sects is their sense of loneliness and rootlessness. They want for a community to belong to.


In the complex and confused state of the world today they need more satisfying answers to the deeper questions of life. Many are no longer at home with themselves, with others, with their native culture and environment. They are in search of ways of putting it all together into some kind of coherence and order.


People want to emerge from anonymity and achieve identity. They wish to feel that they are individuals with their own personal value and recognised as such, and not just ciphers or faceless members in the crowd. There is also a very deep spiritual need, a deepfelt longing to reach behind the evidence into the reality that is there at the back of the immediate, the phenomenon, the controllable, the material element. Many people feel the lack of a competent spiritual guide to lead them spiritually and strengthen and confirm them in their search.


A world shakily balanced between hostility and conflict, violence and the fear of total destruction, with so many people uncertain of the future, helpless and powerless, is a world in desperate need of some sign of hope, of the vision of a future worth living for and worth fully committing oneself to
.


The Constitution on the Church in the Modern World of Vatican II had already described the complex and contradictory situation in which the human person is living out the last decades of the twentieth century. The rapid and profound changes that characterise today's world have been triggered by the intelligence and activity of man himself. Now however they are rebounding on him, on his judgments and desires, both individual and collective, and on his way of thinking and acting. The imbalances from which the contemporary world is suffering are linked up with that much more profound imbalance that is rooted in the heart of man. It is within the human person that the struggle is taking place.


For all these reasons and faced with the way in which the world is actually evolving, more and more people are asking themselves with ever greater urgency fundamental questions such as: What is the human person? What is the meaning of suffering, of evil, of death which continue to exist despite so much scientific and technological progress? Of what value are these conquests won at so great a price? What contribution can the individual make to society and what can he expect from it? What happens when this little life is over?


In a thousand ways the human person experiences his limitations and yet he is aware of having endless aspirations and of being destined for a higher and better life. He is attracted by many things and yet always constrained to choose some and leave others. His longings for a higher, spiritually more satisfying and better life are often undermined by his weakness and egoism.


Many, it is true, are so immersed in material pursuits, that they are unable to have a clear grasp of this drama, while others are so oppressed by misery that they have neither time nor leisure in which to reflect on life's deeper problems.


On the other hand there are the optimists who believe that purely human resources will eventually lead to the authentic and final liberation of mankind by creating a future that will fully appease all the desires of the human heart. Others however despair of finding a future worth the pain of living for, or of discovering some meaning to life itself
.

2. Augustine In Search of Himself and of God 


Augustine's Confessions describe his restless journey in search of answers to the deeper questions of his existence.


His brilliant mind and studies, his joining of the religious sect of the Mani, his ambitions in the field of teaching, his experiences of human love and tenderness, his travels through the world, his experiences as Rhetor at the Imperial Court, his meeting with the affable, eloquent, plausible but answerless Faustus, they all of them failed to fill the yawning void he felt within his heart.


Through the pain of all his searching Augustine plumbed that depth of human longing that nothing on earth can satisfy. For the human person is made in the image and likeness of God and that is at one and the same time the cause of all his ceaseless searching and man's true honour and glory. In his very structure man is made for God and from this springs his interminable longings and restless quest: “Indeed the true honour of man consists in his being the image and likeness of God, an image that is not conserved except by going towards Him by Whom this image has been impressed”
.

God has planted His likeness deep and forever in the human soul, so that even if by weakness and sin it is defiled, man nevertheless retains, in the very core of his being, his God-directedness.


It is above all in prayer that Augustine unfolded to the God Whose image he bore in his soul. In the prayer that grace gave rise to he opened up to the God ever present in the intimacy of his being. This God alone filled the emptiness within. It is above all to prayer that the Conversion Year invites us, both individually and as a community, if we wish to be true spiritual heirs to Augustine.


In prayer reciprocal personal relationships both within the community and outside are carried back to their source in the unity, peace and love that is God. Rooted in that divine indwelling Reality people take on their true worth and discover their true home. The community of friendship that flowers from this awareness creates space for each and all, and the love that welds it into one is nothing less than God.


Through prayer all the other works of the apostolate are consciously linked to the inner mystery of God's dwelling, and they in turn become an expression of prayer. If our service of God's people does not put them in touch with these inner realities, then it is all wasted effort, no matter what its seeming success. For the depth of man's need cannot be papered over with surface activities, nor is it honoured by neglecting the real source of his grandeur, that image and likeness of God imprinted in the deep of his soul, and making him restless and unhappy until he comes to intimacy within himself with that God Who alone can bring him to completion.

PART Il

PRAYER A CRY FROM THE HEART TO GOD

1. St. Augustine: Heart, Faith and Prayer 

Despite his enormous influence on all subsequent schools of spirituality both within the Church and outside of it, St. Augustine left no systematic treatment on the subject of prayer. Letter 130 to the Roman noble lady Proba was in answer to a few questions and dealt specifically with some aspects of the prayer of petition. There are also four discourses on the Our Father delivered to the catechumens on different occasions which however are far from a complete treatise on prayer
.


Nevertheless “it is difficult to find any work of his from which prayer is completely absent, seeing that he experienced such a great need to dialogue with God and to involve others in that dialogue”
 while his Commentaries on the Psalms are a veritable treasure trove for those seeking his thought and teaching on prayer. His Confessions, like many other works of his, show us Augustine as he lived his life of prayer.


Prayer for Augustine is no imposed ritual to be carried out daily from a sense of obligation. Rather it is the breath of the soul, the spontaneous expression of his faith, hope and love in which he shakes off the limits placed on him by time and duties to enjoy the liberating embrace of the God who dwells in the most intimate core of his being. In prayer Augustine could really come alive and reach for that communion in which fatigue and pain give way to the full enjoyment of God: “When with my whole self I cling to you, for me there there will be no more pain or labour and my life, all filled with You will be fully alive. You raise up those whom You fill out with Yourself. For the moment, I as yet unfilled with You, am a weight unto myself”
.

The Doctor of Grace realises that this experience is possible only because God anticipates us with His love, pursues us even when we stray and brings us home to the enjoyment of His love for us. Without this conviction of being known, called, cared for, loved and forgiven, the dialogue with God could not begin, indeed true dialogue with others would also prove impossible: “There is nobody who does not love. The question is: what do you love? We are not told not to love but make a choice in what we love. But how can we choose unless we are already ourselves chosen? In fact, unless we are ourselves first loved, we cannot love”
.

Faith leads a person through the opaque screen of phenomena to the underlying Reality of the loving and ever present God. It leads us beyond the small conclusions of our own research until with a leap launched by grace we plunge into the depth of God Himself.


Prayer nurtures on faith: “To show us that faith is the fountain of prayer and that no stream of water can flow from a dried up fountain, the Apostle says: how can we call upon Him in Whom we have not believed? So, to be able to pray we have faith, and so that the faith that makes us pray might never fail, we pray. Faith makes prayer flow and the prayer that wells up asks that this faith might become ever stronger”
.


The dialogue that is prayer however is no mere external conversation, but a cry from the heart to God: “Prayer is a cry that one raises to the Lord. If however this cry only consists in the material sound of the voice without the intense longing of the heart for God, it is without doubt wasted breath”
.

For Augustine, as in Scripture, the heart is the most important organ of the body. It is also however the very centre of the soul
. In the heart is where one is completely at home with God, where there is nothing hidden and no pretence. It is the most intimate core of the person where he is alone with God, Whose voice resounds in his depths
.


When from the heart a person wanders, he goes away from himself and from God. God however remains at home, right there at the centre of one's being, always waiting to welcome the person home and pardon him: “Go back home into your own heart! Why do you want to go far away from yourself. Straying afar you lose yourself. Why wander along abandoned highways? Go home to the Lord. He is ready, waiting. First of all go back home into your heart, you who have become a stranger unto yourself. From wandering around in a vagabond way you no longer know yourself, and you are searching for Him who created you”
.

Prayer wells up from the depth of the heart to involve the whole person from the inside Out. One can be brought unwillingly to church, and compelled to approach the altar and forced to take the sacrament, but nobody can believe except freely, for the confession of faith springs from the innermost centre of the person
.


Moreover the prayer that wells up from within is sheer delight to the soul, and one is drawn to it not from obligation or imposition but simply because one is touched by the indwelling God and experiences the freedom of unfolding to His love
. 


Unfortunately there are people so seduced by wellbeing and a sense of self-sufficiency that they don't seem to experience any great need for God while others, in great number, are so oppressed by misery that they have no leisure to reflect on their greatness
.


People caught up in a busy schedule, with some job satisfaction, pleasant surroundings and friends, and experiencing a certain amount of justified success would miss the grandeur of their calling and the inexhaustible potential and resources they possess if they allowed their life to be locked in at that level.


For Augustine it was preferable to experience the limits that beset this life of pilgrimage, and so to sigh for liberation, than to remain cushioned by life's comforts to the extent of never catching a glimpse of the unlimited horizons to which we are called. The Holy Spirit who groans within us with sighs too deep for words
 is really attuning us to the unspeakably wonderful future to which we are destined, the hopes of which make us reach forward out of the strictures we now experience
.

2. Contemplation: The Realisation and Destiny of Man

Contemplation of God in full communion and perfect intimacy was the future to which Augustine aspired and constituted for him the completely soulfilling destiny God had in store for mankind: “Jesus Christ Our Lord will then hand over to God the Father His Kingdom. Neither He nor the Holy Spirit will be separate from the Father when He will lead the faithful to the contemplation of God, that contemplation which is the completion of all our good actions, peace without end and joy that will never be taken away from us
. This contemplation is promised to us as the completion of all our good actions and the never-ending fullness of our joy... After this day we'll look for nothing more as there will be nothing more to look for. The Father will reveal Himself to us and this for us will be enough”
.

While the full enjoyment of this contemplation is something we wait for in hope, even during this life of pilgrimage we are in some way capable of dedicating ourselves to it: “An image of this joy is offered to us by Mary seated at the feet of the Lord and wholly intent on His word, that is, free from all activity and altogether caught up in the Truth in a way that this life permits, but nevertheless sufficient to prefigure what the future will hold for us eternally”
.

Of this soul-filling intimacy Augustine spoke in lyrical tones: “Then you said to me in a powerful voice, in my inner hearing, that not even that creature for whom You are the sole pleasure, is coeternal with You. That creature is so absorbed in You with complete single-mindedness that at no time and in no place does it reveal that it is but a changeable creature. It has You always pre. sent and holds to You with all its affection, without any future to wait for or any past memories to return to. It undergoes no vicissitudes nor temporary distractions. Oh, how happy is such a creature, if such exists, for being immersed in Your own happiness; happy for it, happy that You inhabit and enlighten it. In my judgement I find nothing that I could more willingly call the heaven of heavens of the Lord than this Your dwelling-place dedicated to the contemplation of Your delights, never to be detached from You so as to move towards other purposes. This is a pure mind, united in the greatest concord by the stable bond of peace with the holy spirits who are citizens of your city situated in the heavens above our heavens”
.

A life committed to these contemplative de lights is one in which Augustine would willingly have lived out all his days, did not the indigent Christ knock at the door of his peace and call him to the busy life of a pastor
.

3. Contemplation and Service of One's Fellowman

Augustine's insistence on the interior life, on listening to God instructing and enlightening within
, and on the delights of contemplation, not lead to the conclusion that prayer is about fleeing the world and its concerns, a kind of spiritual escapism from one's responsibilities to that world which is the theatre of man's becoming, and to its inhabitants who are man's fellow-pilgrims on the way into the future.


His underlining the realities that lie at the heart of man was no invitation to non-participation in the renewal of the world. Augustine precludes any such misinterpretation by his all-pervading doctrine on love.


A person is not what he possesses or knows or does but what he loves
. The power of love like a fire fuses into one the lover and the what he loves so that they become one reality
. Love is a force that seeks to be active and engaged: “In a word, every love is charged with power, and when it resides in a love-struck heart, it cannot remain inoperative: it must break out into action”
.

One can understand how Augustine has no difficulty in proclaiming the primacy of contemplation. It is certain that the more we are united to God in faith and love, the closer we draw to our neighbours. The love of God and the love our neighbour necessarily coincide. The whole purpose of living is for loving, and the love that wells up is not just derived from God, but is God Himself: “You cannot say: I love my brother but I do not love God. In the same way you lie when you state that you love God but not your brother. You are deceiving yourself when you state: I love my brother and then you hold that you do not love God. Of necessity when you love your brother you love love itself. Love however is God so that the person who loves his brother of necessity loves God”
.

All creatures are rooted in God Who is love. It follows that the discovery of the indwelling God is at the same time the discovery of that love which is the binding force of all creation.


Prayer then, which is nothing if it is not love, far from separating people from the rest of humanity and its concerns, links them together in the deepest way. There in God people find their true identity and fulfilment and so can enter into ever more honest and deeper dialogue with one another in God.


Augustine's own life is a clear testimony of the way in which a contemplative attitude can overflow into a most fruitful activity of love in the service of one's fellowman. Possidius in his life of Augustine narrates how he kept himself always united with the realities of the spirit but descended from the heights of study and prayer to attend to the daily needs of the people. By day he laboured and by night he prayed and studied and wrote
.

4. Spirit, Love and Prayer

Love and prayer are linked inseparably together. First of all there is the love of God for us without which it would be absolutely impossible for us to love God
.


God has not only given us an experience of His love for us, but has also granted us the power to love Him in return. That power is the Holy Spirit: “He has given us Himself as the object to be loved, and He has given us the resources for loving Him. Hear from the Apostle Paul in a more explicit way what God has given us so as to empower us to love Him: The love of God is poured into our hearts. How does this happen? Relying perhaps on our own resources? No! How then? Through the action of the Holy Spirit whom He has given us”
.

The Holy Spirit who is love empowers us and prompts us to pray: “We have within us, so to speak, a learned ignorance, learned in so far as it is enlightened by the Spirit of God who helps our weakness... The Holy Spirit then urges the saints to pray with sighs too deep for words inspiring in them the desire for a good so great that it is as yet unknown but for which we wait on in hope”
.

In baptism the Christian is gathered up into the surrender of Christ
 so that he achieves a new identity in the Lord, and becomes part of His Body here on earth. The life of Jesus is lived out by the Spirit within him
 and the very prayer of Jesus, ABBA, is prayed in him by that same Spirit
. Augustine comments: “If we were to say that these words of the psalm which we have heard and in part sung, were ours, it could be feared that we are not stating the truth. In fact they are more the words of the Spirit than they are ours... It is the voice of the Spirit of God for we could not say these words without His inspiration. On the other hand, it is not the Spirit's voice in so far as he does not experience misery or suffering”
.

It is God's design that humanity should be the beneficiary of the Spirit. Here, on pilgrimage, the Spirit is the divine guarantee of the unspeakably beautiful future that awaits us
. The Spirit's first fruit is love
, and it is love that shows that we are Christ’s
.


The unity for which Christ prayed at the Last Supper as the completion and perfection of man
 is a future already in the shaping because of the powerful presence of the Spirit within us: “The Father and the Son wished to create a communion between us and them through what is common to them both. Through that gift they both have they wished to gather us into one, that is, through God the Holy Spirit the Gift of God. In fact through the Spirit we are reconciled with God and take our delight in Him”
.

The Holy Spirit leaps up like a fountain in the centre of the temple that we are
 and flows like a river in the bedrock of our being
.


To the lady at the well who enquired about the proper place to worship God Jesus replied: “The hour is coming and is now when the true worshippers will worship the Father in Spirit and in Truth. For the Father seeks such worshippers to pray to Him”
.

With these words Jesus declared once and for all that the worship of God is no longer tied to a particular place, but is linked to the presence of the Spirit who becomes in the heart of the faithful the source of a new life.


Prayer then is not to be considered as simply a mental or vocal effort to be undertaken sporadically during the day. It is the YES of Jesus, breathed in us by the Spirit of God. It is the privileged expression of what by faith we are. It is the voice of the breath of the Spirit within us. Even when it is not formal prayer it is going on within us. It is the life which we are invited constantly to live without ever tiring of it
.

PART III

PRAYING TODAY

1. Living is Praying In Augustinian Spirituality

Augustine has traced for us a safe and secure path that leads to a full and true life, namely, to communion with God. It is the pathway of prayer which Augustine links up with life itself. Prayer when it is authentic reveals itself in the way we live and life itself becomes a prayer
. Prayer is the preferred, indeed the only pathway that can bring the human person and the human community to full realization.


Those who are invited to follow the prayer path as a state of life forego profound human values such as private property, a family and personal projects and ambitions in the certainty that their vocation will bring them to completion and to living out their identity to the full. Their very profession is to live and to pray. Not to pray is not to live.


The invitation to prefer the life of prayer to those other profound human values is a call to make a daring choice. If however having made the choice the life of prayer is not lived out, then it turns out to be no longer daring but hazardous for it leaves the person frustrated, empty, discontented, and unfulfilled.


Prayer, like love, cannot well up except in freedom. That freedom is enacted when at each moment the love of God is newly welcomed into one's life and responded to. It is what the Rule teaches: the life of prayer is to be lived, not as something to which we are obliged by law, but always in the freedom and spontaneity of grace, like people who have fallen in love with an ideal of spiritual beauty
.


The Constitutions state that the purpose of the Order is to seek and honour God with one heart in communion and spiritual friendship and at the same time serve the people of God
.


From its beginnings the Augustinian Order, after the example of St. Augustine, aimed at joining apostolic service with a love for study, prayer and contemplation. Clear evidence of this contemplative attitude was the great emphasis given to liturgical celebrations and meditation in our communities, as well as the very name, Hermits of St. Augustine, by which for centuries we were known. This name reflects the origins of the community.


Today the contemplative nuns occupy a very important place in the Order. They are committed above all to prayer, self-denial and study, in this way offering us enthusiastic collaboration in coming to the help of the needs of the Church and of the Order. They through us engage in the active apostolate and we through them become contemplatives
.


The life of the contemplative nuns is a signal and a reminder to the whole Order of that contemplative dimension which remains an essential component of Augustinian spirituality.

2. Prayer and Renewal


The Conversion Year now drawing to a close urgently challenges us to make for ourselves that journey which brought Augustine to a rediscovery of his own sell and of God. It was first of all an inner journey undertaken after so many years of being dissipated and lost. It was however above all a commitment to prayer ever renewed and unceasing dialogue with the God who had always been near, living there right at the centre of his heart.


St. Augustine insistently invites us to the enjoyment of this dialogue: “You alone are near those people who place themselves far from you. Let them then turn back and seek you. You do not abandon your creatures as they abandoned their Creator. If they turn back to themselves to seek You, there You are already there, in their heart, in the heart of whoever recognises You and throws himself at Your feet, weeping on Your knees after their rough journey. You immediately dry their tears and they are comforted in their weeping, for You, Lord, are not just any person made of flesh and blood. You, Lord, are their Creator, and you give them heart and console them”
.

Our Lord Jesus Christ invites us to this unceasing filial dialogue with God
. It is a dialogue that takes place in the more solemn moments of the liturgy of the Eucharist and the Hours, but it also spreads itself out to include each moment and every activity of the day. Speaking of continuous prayer Augustine clarifies: “Your desire is your prayer; if your desire is continuous, so too is your prayer. For the Apostle did not speak in vain when he said: Pray without interruption. Is it that we should always be genuflecting, always prostrating, always raising up our hands to fulfil the command to pray without interruption? If this is what we understand praying to be, I do not believe that we can pray without interruption. There is however another prayer, an interior prayer that knows no interruption, and that prayer is your desire. Whatever you are doing, if you desire that Sabbath, you never cease to pray. If you do not wish ever to interrupt your prayer, never cease to desire. Your continuous desire will be your continuous voice. It will grow silent if you cease to love"
.

This then is the prayer to which we are invited. It is an interior, uninterrupted prayer which is the expression of love and desire and involves the whole person and one's whole life.


Since the Second Vatican Council much has been said about the renewal of the religious life. In fact, many of the external aspects of the religious life have undergone profound changes. Changes are of value to the extent that they allow our life to be more authentic and our christian witness and service more incisive. There is however no religious renewal at the individual or community level unless communion with God at the centre of one's life is deepened.


This is the clear message that the celebration of Augustine's Conversion gives us.


It is an invitation not just to remember but to share the experience of an interior dialogue that is both loving and reassuring, and is nourished on attentive and devoted listening to the Word within. If in God we have discovered our identity and coherence, as well as the capacity for a new relationship with our fellowman, only a continued contact with Him and an uninterrupted longing for Him will save us from dissipation and discontent.


Prayer however is no alibi for our duty to attend to the Christ who knocks at the door from without
 in the fear that out there we will only soil again the feet we have washed
. Prayer should rather be snatched as it were from those ever rarer free moments and become parentheses for our spiritual regeneration and revitalization.


This revitalising contemplation is not something undertaken at the expense of the service we owe to the needs the Church
 and our fellowman, especially during those times when we can be with them on our common way
. What must be foregone is any type of individual or community self-seeking, in the conviction that this is the true way to joy and life. In this way too we will become more docile to the Spirit and more pliable in the distribution of the daily round of prayer and work.


The frenetic pace at which life today is often lived must not be allowed to squeeze out this dialogue with the Father so necessary for our continued spiritual health. Jesus took advantage of the time of night
 as did St. Augustine
. These were the times left free from the necessary service of one’s fellowman. They were times for tasting and seeing how good the Lord was so as to return once more to heal the sick and fill the needs of all those who wait for a truly convincing message of hope
.


St. Augustine frequently made use of study, and especially the study of the Scriptures to converse lovingly with the Lord
. For centuries this remained an honoured tradition in the Order
. Study and meditation of the Word and of the signs of the times, their interiorization and reviewing life's events in their light in the presence of God in our heart is how we bring the opposites of contemplation and action together in a wholeness that at one and the same time allows them to coexist in healthy tension and yet creates for us that ample inner space in which to live and breathe.

3. St. Augustine and Ways of Praying Today

Despite the massive secularisation of the contemporary world, and even perhaps on that very account, many people are in search of a deeper, more interior life both within and outside the Church. In recent times within the christian community have emerged prayer movements such as the charismatics, small prayer groups, and meditation schools. There has also been a marked liturgical renewal with much more involvement on the part of lay people who clearly want a more active role, especially in the liturgy of the hours, the liturgy of the Word and the Sacraments.


Many people go outside the confines of the Church in search of deeper religious experiences under the guidance of spiritual leaders especially from the East. Others become members of the various sects which have proliferated in recent years even in the West. The fact that some christians enrol in these sects is justly causing considerate pastoral concern. It also however creates a challenge for all who wish to know and care for the deeper needs of people today.


There is a rediscovery of the treasures of the past, the great teachings and practices of meditation and contemplation to be found among the early Fathers and in the mystics of the middle ages. Even depth psychologists such C. G. Jung are astounded at the depths touched on and explored by great spiritual leaders of the past such as St. Augustine and Meister Eckhart.


Ever since his times and right up to today the masters of the spirit and the mystics have drawn very deeply and not infrequently exclusively on the doctrine of St. Augustine. In Augustine the man of today can find a sure guide who not only plumbed the depths of human experience and the graced soul but has been able as no other to communicate that experience in all its details, beauty and breadth.


People today are not satisfied with the mere forms of prayer that have developed over the past few centuries unless they lead right down into a living and soul-filling contact with the God who dwells at the centre of the soul.


St. Augustine did not interest himself particularly in the techniques of prayer, the positions of the body and the psychological training much in vogue today. Nor however does he reject them. For Augustine what counted was anything that helped a person to an awareness of what was within, so that in a truly christian prayer, welling up from the Spirit of God, a person would allow himself to be caught up in Christ.

CONCLUSION


For those who, like us, have been chosen and have in turn chosen him as spiritual Father and Master, St. Augustine offers himself as guide into that mysterious and fascinating inner world. There, in the intimacy of the heart, God awaits us. There He wishes to feed our deeper hunger and slake our searing thirst with the gift of Himself, in this way filling out the vast emptiness that we are.


Even if we et lost on the way, He still awaits us. In Him alone will we find ourselves, in Him alone will we find the meaning and value of everything in our world.


Prayer is the privileged pathway for returning to God and to our own true selves. Prayer however is something that does not suffer delay. It cannot be put off, for example, like a journey, to another day when things might be more favourable, vocations more abundant, the externals of the religious life better organised.


Prayer can only take place now and here. If now we pray, we pray always. If we do not pray now, we never pray. Without the living contact with God that is prayer, there is no value in reorganization and there is simply no renewal in the religious life.


Like faith of which it is the breath, prayer is an absolutely free activity under grace. No obligations or laws can impose it, and nevertheless, without that free unfolding of ourselves to God we can never enjoy His free gifts of abundant life
, full joy
, profound harmony and peace
, authentic freedom
 and complete intimacy and communion
 in which the human person comes to fulfilment in Christ. God is always offering Himself gratuitously. He waits for us to welcome His self-gift.


May the Conversion Year awaken in each person the attitudes of the Virgin Mary, so that “it will be done to us in accordance with His Word”
 and so we will do whatever He tells us
. Then indeed the water of our life will be changed into the inebriating wine of His presence to brighten up with gladness the world around us.


Rome, 13 November 1987, conclusion of the Centenary Year of the Conversion of Saint Augustine and of the Death of Saint Monica.
Martin Nolan, osa
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