Dreaming from the Contemplative Posture

Pursuing Our Dreams in Times

of Darkness

An Interview with Constance FitzGerald, OCD

Constance FitzGerald, OCD is prioress of the Carmelite Monastery in Balti-
more where she also has been director of formation, treasurer, and archivist.
She is a founder of the Association of Contemplative Sisters and has lectured
at the University of Notre Dame, Indiana; the Washington Theological Union,
Washington, DC; the Catholic University of America, and other institutions
in the United States as well as in the Philippines, Great Britain, and Ireland.
She is well known for her work on John of the Cross and Teresa of Avila,
particularly her interpretation of the dark night in relation to contemporary

life and society.

LCWR communications director Annmarie Sanders, I[HM interviewed Con-
stance on the role of contemplation in dreaming, particularly during times of
darkness and how the Baltimore Carmelite Monastery turned their dreams

for new life into reality.

our Carmelite community has
ad a long history of dreaming
for its future and adapting itself
to those dreams. Can you
describe the place of dreaming in your
community?

The foundation and the object
Aof my community’s dreaming is

the life of prayer, the contempla-
tive life. While our dreams have more
concrete and practical objects, they are”
of a piece with the central goal of union
with God, communion with God and all
creation. More specifically, the heart of
my dream and my community’s dream
has been the reinterpretation of the Car-
melite tradition for the times in which
we live. In other words, we want to offer
a contemporary interpretation that is
accessible, comprehensible, and relevant
for people so that this ancient mystical
tradition might serve as both guide and
stimulus for a deeper spiritual life. This
dream is the basis for everything that
we have done, and it has guided all our
practical decisions about our contempla-

acac

tive life.

an you give an example of a
uccessful process of dreaming in
your recent history?

We had a dream as a community

Aabout eight years ago to have

i new members, and we made this
dream our primary objective. We were
a very strong contemplative community
but we knew that we had five to 10 years
to attract new members or we would be
finished — not right away, but during
that time span we would grow too old to
educate new members into the tradition.

So we began to imagine how to achieve

. this objective, and we engaged every-

one in the community in the process.

We divided the community into five

age groups and asked them what they
might be able to contribute to the life and
formation of new members. Each age
group came back with definite ideas of
what they could offer to attract younger
women to the community and to support
them so they would persevere. And more
significantly, each group has been able to
follow through with its specific contribu-
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tion and commitments. As it worked out,
this process affected a profound conver-
sion in the sisters that transformed the -
whole community. Following Vatican II
with its mandate for renewal and adapta-
tion, we came into some good, legitimate
freedoms and they are still valuable.
However, it was necessary to make con-
crete sacrifices of some of these freedoms
for the sake of our dream. A kind of self-
transcendence had to take place in order
to welcome the new people. For example,
I have put aside much of my writing and
lecturing since I cannot give my attention
to those demands and be fully present
for the formation of our newer members.
Also, each sister had to become more
open to different perspectives, bear with
the tensions of an ongoing re-forming
of the community with each entrant,
and consciously provide a place for new
members, and this involved difficult
forfeitures.

Some groups may decide that these
costs are too high or impossible, but new
members are not going to persevere if
the community is not prepared to make

LCWR Occasional Papers — Summer 2006



significant personal sacrifices. This is all
part of dreaming; there are consequenc-
es. In order to realize dreams, one must
be ready to pay a price. We made these
sacrifices for the sake of a passion and a
cause that was greater than any one of
us. Now with six new members (a third
of our community), our older members
are at their very best, determined to
pass on our rich Carmelite tradition in
a deeply bonded community that walks
into the future with hope.

n the years of renewal, your
ommunity began to dream
of something new and differ-
ent. were the inspirations and
influences that helped you bring your
dreams into reality?

Vatican II was certainly the
ritical moment that provided
the climate for our new dream.
The theology of the Council documents
gave us an impetus to start moving
forward in a new direction. We were
prepared for this moment by a number

of influences, significant among them the

freedom and flexibility of heart that has
characterized our community since its
beginnings in 1790. This flexibility
provided a seed bed for envisioning
concrete changes. Also our rooted-
ness in history and tradition gave

us a strong identity and self-assur-
ance so that we had the courage to
try new things. We sensed that our
roots were too deep to be pulled up
by the process of experimentation. I
think that the fear of loss of identity
has short-circuited the re-visioning
process in many communities, ironi-
cally leading to the very thing feared
— a deterioration in the sense of
identity, purpose, and mission, and
often even a lukewarmness that can'
discourage new members. But com-
munities that are unafraid to rein-
terpret their charism will discover in
their communal soul a new passion
and enlivened sense of who they are,
even while maintaining a continuity
with the past. We, on our part, have
derived a great strength and deep-
ened experience of identity from the
long years of growth and struggle
and for this reason we now have an
even greater capacity to dream.

Education and study also played a role
in our dreaming. I cannot overstate their
importance in giving religious women
the tools, the wisdom, the insight, and
the courage necessary both to imagine
new dreams and to bring those dreams
into reality. One cannot dream or imag-
ine out of a vacuum; the imagination has
to be fed, the dreaming function must
be nourished. For example, the biblical
renewal in the 1950s and ‘60s was a vital
influence on me, along with extensive )
reading of the existentialist philosophers
and of the theologians who became
dominant in the Council. After Vatican II
our entire community studied the theol-
ogy of the Council documents through
which we became ever more aware of
what needed to change and why. We

began to dream for ourselves. Education’

and study help a community to be ready
when the moment for decisive action
arrives. But the preparation time can be
clouded in obscurity since, at the time,
we do not always know the ultimate
purpose that awaits us.

In addition to education and study,
communities need to have at least a few
individuals with exceptional imaginative
capacity who can integrate all the input
of a community and envision a changed
future. Imagination is the integrating
function that allows us to take the tradi-
tion and enliven it with new insight; it
is critical to have people who can grab
hold of this, who can bring together all
the thinking, all the work. This does not
mean that they are the only ones vision-
ing, but they are facilitating the emer-
gence of a communal dream.

Often a failure at dreaming and visioning
reduces to a failure of imagination and a
failure of knowledge and, consequently,
fear becomes operative. What has most
helped my community in this respect

is that we have developed a communal
habit of dreaming, very grounded in con-
templative prayer and in our identity.

ould you talk more about the
abit of dreaming and what that
looks like?

As part of the renewal
rocess we engaged in a
leadership training program
in the early ‘70s that included as

We need to be truly
contemplative people

who recognize that

in darkness and obscurity
God can put together all

the material we have
accumulated for new dreams
and a new future,

if we hold a receptive posture
that will allow

this integration
to take place.

a core element dreaming from

the contemplative posture. In this
program we learned to approach
our decision-making and questions
by asking: “What would it be like
if...?” This process, now well-es-
tablished and deeply rooted, helps
us give voice to our most creative
dreams, whether or not they are
achievable or initially practical.
From these imaginative expres-
sions, which always sort of knock
down the borders, we are able to
identify our assumptions, as well as
both the worst and best possibili-
ties, and then set concrete goals and
objectives. This process is now so
incorporated into our community
life that it can truly be called a habit
of dreaming. I think that the com-
munity realizes it has never arrived
and that we always continue to look
at new possibilities for ourselves.
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at has it been like to bring
our community’s dreams to
fruition?

The process is something like
Abeing a patient gardener. We have

had to learn to plant the dream
and then wait for the seed to grow. This
approach has generally led to planning
that is progressive, incremental, thought-
ful, and unrushed. Prophetic changes
demand this patient waiting, since
everybody cannot just latch onto a dream
as soon as they hear about it. Moreover,
each dream needs extended personal and
communal reflection and discernment.
The process of germination is incredibly
important.

ow do you continue dreaming
uring times when there seems
to be little hope, during times of
dar

Dreaming during times of dark-
A.ness will demand much of us and

on many different levels. We can
get some guidance from the elements
that brought our dreams to reality in the
past, and we can draw from the heart
of the contemplative tradition. A firm
grounding in contemplative prayer is
the only way to keep new visions from
being just irresponsible dreaming into
the future. Contemplative prayer is also

the way through the intense darkness
that we experience today, particularly
with the institutional church. This dark-
ness can be terribly destructive and can
lead us to despair, but the contemplative
mindset can see it also as an opportunity
for transformation and the place where
the deepest kind of hope can be born.

ow can we distinguish between
uthentic hope and optimism?

thentic theological hope is
istinguished from mere opti-
mism by the belief that without
the surrounding darkness and seeming
hopelessness, transformation really does
not happen. We are talking about the
kind of transformation that is largely
hidden from our view. The vision that we
continue to long for is actually depen-
dent upon such times of darkness.

This insight from contemplative devel-
opment can help to conceptualize the
process of dreaming and visioning in
darkness. In such times, it is critical that
we learn to understand, dream, and
vision by looking at and bearing with
our unknowing, our blockages, and

our blindness. We vision specifically by
sustaining the darkness. This is contem-
plation in its deepest sense, where one’s
search for truth and vision is given over
to Mystery.

aﬁmww'@. I cannot overstate their importance in
giwing re@wm women the tools, the wisdom, the
insight, and the courage necessary both to magine

ow can times of darkness help
ommunities re-imagine religious
life and dream new dreams?

We need to be truly contempla-
A&ive people who recognize that

in darkness and obscurity God
can put together all the material we have
accumulated for new dreams and a new
future, if we hold a receptive posture that
will allow this integration to take place.
John of the Cross speaks of the purifica-
tion of memory that can and must hap-
pen in this profound darkness in order
for a new vision to break through. We all
project from our past into our future, and
some of that is good. But some of it can
hold us back. This is where theological
hope comes into the picture. Theological
hope is an openness in obscurity to the
unimaginable possibilities of God, pos-
sibilities that are not restricted by a mere
projection of our own past. Ironically,
this openness comes only when we fear
that we are at our end, with no human
hope in sight, and we do not know what
to do.

In re-imagining religious life and dream-
ing new dreams from a place of dark-
ness, we will have to be ready to let go
of our preconceived notions. This might
mean letting go of our ideas of the size of
religious communities, external practices,
or specific expressions of the life that
have developed, in order to consider
other alternatives that could emerge. The
process is largely a passive one that we
can only cooperate with by becoming
ever more contemplative. This coop-
eration is a kind of self-transcendence,
which is the key to transformation, and
which leads ultimately to the release of
the imagination’s creative powers. It is

a very difficult process to believe in, yet
it is what has happened in the past and
what is happening now in communities
and with individuals. People are at all
different stages of this contemplative
process.

ow can we discern between
ur own dreams and hopes and
what might be God’s dreams and
hopes? I other words, how can we be
utterly attentive to God's dream and not
let our ego get in the way?
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