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This is a spacious book from a Christian tradition that has been more often associated with the constraints of faith.  The Master of the Dominican Order, Timothy Radcliffe, provides ‘a fresh voice, strong and vibrant, penetrating vision and forceful imagery, free-flowing style untouched by rigidity’ (back cover).  He writes as leader of an order whose motto is ‘Veritas’, ‘Truth’ yet with a conviction of truth that is liberating.  Like Peguy he seeks ‘not the Truth but the Real.’  It is the perception more than the defence of truth that is said to lie at the heart of the Dominican way.  ‘Teaching should liberate us from the narrow confines of an experience and our prejudices and open up the wide open spaces of a truth which no one can master’ p60.  It is more a matter of liberation than indoctrination.

Radcliffe speaks of the grace of attentiveness and of the recognising of life as a gift.  These are pivotal to the desire to learn, as is the readiness to make oneself vulnerable.

‘It is only those we love whose existence we recognise fully.. True intelligence is deeply connected with compassion, with vulnerability to the other’ pp244, 271.  WE are summoned to obedience in the sense of listening to one another and to the created world so we can grow up as human beings. ‘The development of the faculty of attentiveness forms the real object and almost the sole interest of studies’ (Simone Weil).

The Christian Vocation is about attending to the gift of life and responding by making a gift of one’s own life.  Central to Fr. Radcliffe’s spirituality lies the words of Jesus heard at every Eucharist. ‘This is my Body’.  He sees ‘the centre of the Gospel…a moment of pure gift…where…the life of God becomes most tangible’.  Whereas our consumerist culture robs and excludes the divine generosity is forever extended, against the grain of it.

‘We have to learn o see aright, with clarity, with eyes that do not devour…As William Blake asked, ‘Can that be Love that drinks another as a sponge drinks water?’ p138.

Christians are people ‘liberated into deeper desires, for the boundless goodness of God.  As Oshida, the Japanese Dominican says, we beg God to make himself irresistible.’  Some of the most powerful passages in the book touch on the monastic struggle with celibacy.  Timothy sees in the sexual act ‘the body…in its profound identity, not as a lump of flesh but as the sacrament of presence.’  Marriage is in this sense more of a sign of the coming Kingdom than celibacy, despite the tradition.  The calling to celibacy is a sign of journey towards union whereas marriage signifies the actual destiny of union with god.  ‘Every human being discovers his or her identity in answering to the summons of God to share the divine life.  (Religious) are called to give particular and radical expression to that vocation by leaving behind any other identity that could seduce our hearts’ p209.

There is boldness in facing up to the practical problems of celibacy.  ‘True purity of heart is not about being freed from contamination by the world…It is more about being fully present in what we see and do and are…in the lest resort it is better to run the risk of an occasional scandal than to have a monastery …full of dead men…we cannot have it both ways: safety or life, we must choose (Vann) p142-3.  In a colourful image ‘we are, said St. John of the Cross, like dolphins who plunge into the dark blackness of the sea to emerge into the brilliance of the light.’

Living in the friendship of God leads to a quality of unpossessive, spontaneous, joyful life.  'Go where God leads me, uncertain of myself but sure of him’ Lacordaire.  Dominic always appeared cheerful and happy, except when he was moved by compassion for any trouble which afflicted his neighbour.’  The title of the book arises from a similar invitation for St. Augustan: ‘Walk along the way, sing as you walk.  That’s what travellers do to ease the burden…Sing a new song’.

The spirituality of Fr. Radcliffe is clearly sustained by that of Meister Eckhart who is frequently quoted: on the presence of God in us: 'ever verdant and flowering in all the joy and the glory that he is in himself’ p142.  ‘We do not pray w are prayed’ p159.  ‘The very best and nobler attainment in this life is to be silent and let God work and speak within’ p156.  ‘One seldom finds that people attain to anything good unless they have first gone somewhat astray’ p62.  ‘People should not worry so much about what they should be.  If we and our ways are good, then what we do will be radiant’ p125.  ‘Where is this God, whom, all creatures seek, and from whom they have their being and their life?  Just like a man who hides himself, and who coughs and so gives himself away, so is God.  No one is capable of discovering God, if he did not give himself away’ p184.

There is an emphasis upon the need to arouse trust to catalyse any deep learning from a teaching situation.  In community it is a special gift, after the Disputation of Aquinas, to be able to identify what is right in the views of one's ‘opponent’.  There is no true dialogue without compassion.  It is in such communities rooted in a sense of history ‘free(ing) the mind from the tyranny of present opinion’, that the best hope lies for humanity.  

Alistair McIntyre has called for a new development of communities ‘within which the moral life could be sustained so that both morality and civility might survive the coming ages of barbarism and darkness’. Timothy Radcliffe concurs with McIntyre’s pessimism about a crisis of truth in a society where ‘The best lack all conviction, while the worst are full of passionate intensity’ (Yeats).  Fundamentalism and scepticism are growing in the Western world.  In the Dominican way there is a love of truth and beauty, ancient and new.  Christians are able to ‘fly’ when, paradoxically they are sure of their ‘roots’ in their great tradition, as Timothy so ably demonstrates in this spacious book.

