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FOREWORD

T'HE study-days, organized by the indefatigable Pére Plé for the
assistance of nuns in France, are always profound as well as
practical. In the sessions represented by the papers in this
volume the clergy and sisters discussed the type of instruction
that the modern nun requires in face of the progress in woman'’s
education today. The subject is a most important one and Pére
PI¢ himself sums up some of the conclusions in the last chapter.
The modern sister is to be encouraged in the double way of
wisdom, infused and acquired, but she is not to be treated
exactly as a church student, as her vocation is a different one.
Each sister requires a doctrinal training adapted to her intellec-
tual level and to her form of life. But trained in doctrine she
must be, and throughout her religious life.

English reading religious will find a great deal of value in these
pages. The specifically French contributions have been, as in
the rest of the translated series, omitted, and the resultant
translation presents the nuns and those responsible for their
training with material applicable to religious women today the
world over.

Les Editions du Cerf, who published the original French
edition, the authors of the various chapters, and Pére Plé, the
editor, have all generously assisted in the production of this
English version. This has been an invaluable mark of the whole
series, in its English form, which began with the volume
Religious Sisters and has continued with those on vocation and
the three vows, etc. The English editor and publisher are there-
fore anxious to express their gratitude to Pére Pl¢ and his ex-
panding team of collaborators as well as to Les Editions du Cerf
for their generosity in the production of the series and in par-
ticular this volume, which appeared originally as Formation

Doctrinale des Religieuses.
C.p,






INTRODUCTION

OuT of a hundred students enrolled in the Faculties and
Institutes of France to-day, thirty-five are girls. This simple
number suggests a development which is turning woman,
before our eyes, into an adult being with an active role in pro-
fessional, social and even political life.

This fact which is so important from a sociological and
psychological point of view is unquestionably at the root of
one of the problems that religious have to face at the present
day. Among other consequences, it sets the question of their
doctrinal training.

The solution of this relatively new problem will not be
simple.

During the Study Days which prepared this volume, we
endeavoured to state the problem clearly. To what a degree
and under what conditions is it possible for the study of sacred
doctrine to find a place in women’s religious life? What ought
we to think, in the light of the papal teaching and of sociology,
of woman’s promotion in the Church and in society? Does not
the case of contemplative nuns involve a special problem?
These general questions had to be asked first.

Then we had to draw up a list of the efforts being made
nowadays to provide doctrinal training for nuns, both in
France and elsewhere. Interesting as these realizations are, we
do not think them sufficient, and that not only because so few
nuns will be able to benefit by them, but also on account of the
curriculum itself.’

We think that new programmes should be drawn up because
it would be a mistake to give nuns a doctrinal training exactly
like that given to seminarists. Even if it were perfect in itself,
it would not be suitable for nuns: they are not priests, but
women, consecrated women. These factors demand a deep-
reaching adaptation of the programmes, the pedagogy, the
aims, and the means of realizing them.

X



- X \ INTRODUCTION

There could be no question of solving so rapidly all the
problems raised by this very necessary adaptation. Much work
and groping will be necessary before we have found com-
pletely satisfactory solutions. During the days of study we con-
tented ourselves with marking two lines of investigation.

First that of adapting to women’s intelligence and psycho-
logy, the curriculum of profane studies drawn up for and by
men: here the ‘Classical Sections for Women’ offer ample and
valuable help.

Next, we desire to help future seekers to throw off routine
by suggesting that the classical plan of seminary studies is not
the only possible programme of doctrinal training. The history
of the great theological syntheses and contemporary efforts to
arrive at a ‘catechetic theology’ may be useful when it comes
to re-adjusting the curriculum of sacred studies to make it
suitable for nuns who cannot have such a systematic and
speculative training as that given at the University and the
seminaries.

We are aware that we are raising more questions in this
volume than we are able to answer, but this first stage seemed
indispensable and promising for the future.

In conclusion we have proposed some solutions that take
into account the need for adjustment we have mentioned.
These are, needless to say, merely vague suggestions which we
are offering diffidently to the initiative of Superiors and to the
wisdom of the Hierarchy.

At Rome, in France, in the United States and in Great
Britain, steps have just been taken to give nuns a more advanced
doctrinal training, and these prove that we are confronted here
with a current problem at which the whole Church is working
with us. The collective attempt we are publishing here has no
other aim than to define the problem, examine its essential
data, make known the solutions already attempted and suggest

others that might seem desirable.
A. PI¢, o.p.
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CHAPTER 1

THE PLACE OF STUDY IN A WOMAN’S
RELIGIOUS LIFE

By SisTER JEANNE D’ARc, 0.P.

Y sTuDY we here mean the study of doctrine only. The
following outline will show what we are aiming at, and
how we are planning to deal with our subject:

A. We do not propose to deal with secular studies. It may,
however, be helpful for the sake of clearness, to show how such
studies may be fitted in varying degrees into the religious life,
according as they are more or less akin to the study of doctrine.

1. It may be found necessary to give a religious a complete
education from the beginning up, if she has not the minimum
necessary for the purpose of her institute. Such would be an
exceptional case, for this degree of instruction is normally one
of the conditions for admission to the noviciate.

2. In most congregations, on account of the work they
undertake, there are examinations to be prepared for, or special
qualifications to be acquired: e.g., diplomas or certificates for
nursing or social work, etc. These special studies form part of
the life of a religious only because they are a useful means for
carrying out the end of her vocation, and because they are
imposed on her by obedience.

3. Next come studies in view of the transmission of
doctrine. In itself their object is not essential to our spiritual
life: they belong to missionary and catechetic technique.
Nevertheless, they are all focussed on spiritual knowledge
for they are intended to enable the student to pass on
such knowledge to others, and they pre-suppose the study of
theology. :

4. Lastly, there are the branches of instruction explicitly
orientated to sacred doctrine: philosophy, Latin, biblical

3



4 DOCTRINAL INSTRUCTION OF RELIGIOUS SISTERS

languages, Bible history, etc. These form an essential part of
doctrinal study, for they are of direct use not merely for its
transmission, but in its acquisition or even its elaboration.

B. Above all these sciences, whether supplementary or of a
different order, there is doctrine itself, dogma and ethics,
studied both in its source, revelation, and in its theological
elaboration. It is accompanied, to an extent varying with its
theological level, by the branches of instruction mentioned
in 4. Its object is the same as that of our faith, so that its
importance is unparalleled: it is at the very heart of our lives
both as Christians and religious.

When we use the word study in the course of this work we
mean doctrine and not any of the other subjects we have
mentioned.

C. To be entirely accurate we must also set apart as outside
the scope of our work, that doctrinal food necessary for a nun’s
life of faith and prayer. This is not study: it comes in many
ways, hearing sermons and spiritual conferences, reading
alone or in community. On the whole its object is certainly the
same as that of the study of doctrine, the difference is subjec-
tive; it is in the way we set about it and in the end we are
aiming at: in spiritual reading we look for a certain savour or
unction, and normally we choose the books that help us to be
recollected and to pray. The profit of study, on the contrary, is
not necessarily immediate; it is by definition a work implying
a certain technical skill, demanding effort on our part and its
spiritual results may not be immediately perceptible. What we
expect of it is training to be achieved in the future, and not a
spiritual sustenance to be used just as it is for to-night’s
mental prayer.

Our aim is thus to determine the function in a nun’s life of
this doctrinal study as we have defined it.

First of all we shall have to consider it from the point of
view of the individual and then with regard to the collectivity,
where its insertion introduces special problems. In the former
case, we need to show its necessity and also its possible
dangers.

It would seem that there are two distinct moments at which
doctrinal study is necessary, and this already gives us an idea



STUDY IN A WOMAN’S RELIGIOUS LIFE 5

of our conclusions: first at the training stage, in order to
search more deeply into the truths of our faith, form the judg-
ment and throw light on all activity; later, in view of apostolic
work, it is indispensable in order to be able to communicate
divine truth to others, and supremely useful in order to
counsel prudently.?

I

Man is an intelligent animal, but at birth he is the most
helpless of all. He has everything to learn and to make,
and he has first to be given everything: his education is
very long and very difficult, just because he is an intelligent
being, and the higher a man is to rise the longer and more
difficult it will be. A workman’s training ends with his ado-
lescence, a leader or a scientist still needs twelve or fifteen
years’ work after that before he is ready to play his part in
the community.

On the supernatural plane it is the same. God’s child needs
instruction and training. God showed us that when he did not
hesitate to spend two thousand years on educating his people,
teaching them his plans for their salvation and clarifying their
moral sense.

We are called to travel this road from the beginning. We
have to receive the truths of faith—fides ex auditu—make them
our own by our personal efforts, and understand their essential
moral demands.

Many Christians get no further than this rudimentary stage
—without any detriment to themselves however: if they are
faithful they know enough to sanctify themselves. They can
bear witness by martyrdom to the faith of which they have
such a slight knowledge. Sanctity is a matter of fidelity in love,
and the Holy Ghost may give them an instinctive knowledge
to make up for the light they lack.

We are not recommending them to stop at this. Just as on

1 We are using apostolate in the strict sense of the word: the communica-
tion of doctrine: ‘Go teach . . . > not including the preliminaries or methods
of approach, nor the works of mercy, not any of the means sometimes
attached to the word ‘apostolate’ by certain modern and perhaps incorrect
practice,



6 DOCTRINAL INSTRUCTION OF RELIGIOUS SISTERS

the natural plane, the greater the responsibility to be borne,
the further the training must be carried. With this difference
however: on the human plane this condition is indispensable,
whereas in the domain of grace, God distributes his gifts
freely and can make up all our deficiencies; he can choose for
any task whatever instrument he wills, even the one most
lacking in the apparently necessary preparation. This is not
meant to be an incentive to laziness: we ought on our part to
do our utmost to prepare for the task awaiting us.

Now religious life tends specifically to perfection. Early
rules define the monastery as a school of perfection. Therefore
it requires a long, sound and complete training. The wisdom
of the Church imposes this in her canon law, and in the
approved constitutions of the various institutes.!

This training, to be complete and effectual must act upon
the whole human being; it is not sufficient to mould us into the
pattern of our new environment, nor even to give us good
habits of virtue,? it must also equip with everything necessary
those who are aiming at nothing less than perfection.

Every nun has, in strict justice, a right to be trained: her

1 Canon Law imposes a minimum of four and a half or five years for this
training. It does not speak directly of doctrinal training: it prescribes a
weekly religious instruction for lay brothers and speaks at some length about
the studies of clerics. Between the two it leaves complete liberty to the parti-
cular constitutions. Moreover, it goes into detail only about the canonical
noviciate, and in the Church’s present legislation, this year is treated as a
long retreat. But it is interesting to note, according to those who have had
access to the documents, that the first drafts of can.565 provided for intel-
lectual training during that time. St Pius X was in favour of this. Nothing
remains of the project but the indication about the study of the Rule and the
constitutions, the teaching concerning the vows, and the virtues.—This
complete change in the attitude of the legislators is due, it would seem, to
their desire to secure an essentially spiritual character for the training, and
by the determination to put an insuperable obstacle in the way of those
institutes that try to make use of their subjects prematurely. However many
changes have come about since the beginning of the century. An instruction
of the Sacred Congregation for Religious, dated 25 November, 1929 (AAS
xxii, 1930, p. 28. R.C.R. 1930, p. 81 ss) has prescribed courses in religion for
all postulants and novices. No one may be admitted to profession without pas-
sing an examination to prove that she knows Christian doctrine and can explain
it sufficiently to others. The noviciate moreover is only a stage in a training
that lasts for years. And in institutes in which this training must be fairly
advanced, its best place will be after the temporary vows.

2 I am purposely using this word with its meaning suggestive of a well-
running machine; for if we do not bring the intelligence into play, a training
is reduced to the mere creation of good habits and will not reach the level at
which a ‘habitus’ is produced,
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institute owes her that. A great deal is said about the duties of
religious, and rightly, for we enter religion to give ourselves
unconditionally, down to the very roots of our personality. But
on the other hand, the institute which accepts such a gift is
bound to give all the necessary training.! A certain amount of
doctrinal study, up to the level needed by the special end of the
institute, forms an integral part of such training.

This may be proved in two ways: from the very nature of
faith, and from the requirements of human behaviour.

A. The nature of faith

God who created man an intelligent being addressed himself
to his intellect when he associated him with the plan of sal-
vation. From the earliest times he spoke in many ways: multi-
fariam, multisque modis. And in these later days, the Word
became incarnate, the living Word of God became man to
make God’s secrets known to us. Faith answers this revelation,
expressed in human words. From the very first moment (with
the necessary impulse of the will which alone can release the
faculty of assent) faith lives in the intellect, which it moulds to
the mystery of God.

But this gift of faith, known thus in a rudimentary way, will
produce if taken seriously, a permanent leaven of search and
investigation. The utter weight of the mystery arouses in us a
need to understand it better. The close-packed substance of its
light, too strong for us, is indeed our best joy—for we know
that in it we possess a wealth of truth to which we could never
attain by our unaided efforts; but at the same time we suffer
because it is impossible for us to fathom its depths; this is the
productive strain which keeps our hope alive: our desire
plunges into the supernatural, into the immense impenetra-
bility of God. But here on earth we long to understand this

1 Cf. the ‘Recommendations to the Rev. Mothers General of Women’s
Congregations’ by the Assembly of Cardinals and Archbishops—Session of
March 1949. “The congregations must never forget that nothing must take
precedence of the spiritual welfare of their religious. Each of them has a
right to an interior life sufficient to enable her to maintain intact the total
conseeration made at her profession. It is not fitting that, for want of doc-
trinal training, some nuns should have to admit that their religious know-
ledge is less than it would have been had they remained in the world and
that they felt less useful to souls’. Catholic Documentation, No. 1044. 5 June,
1949, col. 733.

B
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spark of light better and all our reasoning powers are set to
work at scrutinizing the mystery, decomposing its elements
and drawing nearer and nearer to the secret of their union.
The believing intellect tries to-think the datum of faith intel-
ligibly: fides quaerens intellectum—a lively faith necessarily
tends to build itself up in a scientific way.

A religious training should respond to this demand by
teaching theology, on a level adapted to its needs. Reason must
be guided in its enquiries as to the object of faith, the datum
must be made clear; it must be shown that mysteries are not
impossibilities, that they have their suitableness and their
harmonious relations. Even in the simplest believer the ad-
hesion of the intellect produces a certain sense of the harmony
of the faith; but the work of the mind gives an ever-deepening
knowledge of the admirakble relations between revealed truths,
gives a synthetic view of the hierarchy of the mysteries and
their rightful place in revelation as a whole,! and thus ‘sets our
thoughts about faith in the very order of the objects of our
faith’.2

An important remark must be made here: it is not only the
faith in us that asks for this intellectual effort, but also charity:
love of itself tends to better knowledge of the beloved. Our life
of love of God urges us to ‘find out the depths in God’s
nature’ (1 Cor. 11, 10). Whoever loves, desires to know all
about his beloved.?

This is found to be true in the proportion as the charity is
intense and the faith lively. A good average Christian seldom
tries to fathom the truths of dogma. Without even noticing it,

! Note how beneficial theological study is to piety. It makes God’s point
of view predominant over our emotivity, and measures our devotion by the
true value of its objects. In this way certain ‘devotions’ are put in their place,
for though they may be excellent in themselves, even legitimate and ap-
proved, they ought not to encroach at the expense of the essential acts of
worship and of the great mysteries of the Liturgy.

2 R. Bernard: Treatise on Faith in Summa Theologica. Note 20, p. 243.

? One might show (with John of St Thomas) that the part played by
charity in knowledge goes further still. Not that it has a direct cognitive
function, but it absorbs us into the object: when I am more united to God
by love, my intelligence becomes fitter for God and for divine things; an
object that is familiar, near and tried by experience is at the same time more
knowable; charity is a medium of knowledge on account of the close friend-
ship it establishes between God and us. Cf. R. P. Lemonnyer, Notre vie

/ divine (Ed. du Cerf), p. 282 sgq.
/e

(Z(138%




STUDY IN A WOMAN’S RELIGIOUS LIFE 9

he bears the weight of mystery that is a torment to a saint. In
fact the desire to know more about the matters of faith, to try
to instruct oneself, to read sound books is a fairly sure sign of
deepening spirituality. Why should not this criterion be
applicable in religious life itself? If a sister were to do without
all doctrinal sustenance, easily and habitually, without seem-
ing to miss it, one surely might ask oneself whether she was
entirely interested in God, whether she was entirely absorbed
in seeking God. One might wonder whether this were not a
sign that her life of devotedness or of faithful observance was
rooted in a natural need for activity or in a taste for ascetic
feats. If the only source of all that were the living, sensitive,
real love which alone gives value to all good works, the love
would tend impetuously to God in himself and would suffer
from the obligation of applying itself to anything else. We do
all our work for God, but we must be careful that by dint of
always putting God in the dative case we do not let our hearts
be held back by the immediate object of our activity. Obed-
ience and duty keep us busy with good works, which thus
become tokens of our love, butonlyif there is a continuous pull
between our desire for God only and our application to what
he asks of us. If we are moved only by anxiety to please the
Lord, we should normally desire to know him better, to hear
more about him and to nourish ourselves with his Word: a
certain need of study, or, speaking more generally, of doctrinal
sustenance.’

This desire to know God does not in general call for study
in the strict sense of the word, with its technique, its scientific
requirements, its organization by means of programmes and
special branches of study.

This latter study is necessary for everyone (except in excep-
tional cases)? as a fundamental intellectual training and it will

L This need may vary greatly according to the particular vocation, and
even within the same vocation, according to the degree of the spiritual life.
It normally diminishes with progress in infused contemplation, but its total
disappearance would not be a reassuring sign.

2 Evidently an illiterate sister may make an excellent lay-sister, very con-
templative and entirely surrendered, but she is entering a state of life which
will never include any responsibilities and her environment will give her
through her hearing the doctrinal sustenance which is indispensable to her
as well as to the others. Religious life would be impossible in a community
where everyone was illiterate.
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give solidity to readings done later.! It allows one to judge
them and put them in their right place: every new contribu-
tion is inserted in a balanced, doctrinal synthesis.

But after that, it is not necessary in itself, at any rate not for
everyone or at all ages. It might, for example, not be indis-
pensable in a contemplative life as such (I mean by this a con-
templative life including no apostolate). There may be excep-
tional cases: a special vocation, an intellectual temperament
(rare in a woman), or again for use in a struggle with obses-
sions or temptations. But normally when the amount of train-
ing indispensable for each is assured, the life of faith and
prayer sustains itself with divine office, hearing sermons,
spiritual reading, rather than by study properly so called.

It would be interesting—but that is not our object—to show
the indispensable role of doctrinal sustenance where con-
templation is concerned: we should first have to insist on the
close relations between theology and contemplation: their
object is the same—God and his mysteries; they have the same
light—faith; they exercise the same faculty—the intellect;
only the mode of activity is different: in the one case, a simple
look; in the other, reasoning. But having said that, one would
have to make many distinctions from the psychological point
of view. One would need first of all to differentiate between the
two degrees of contemplation, according to whether the effort
and activity of the subject predominates, or, on the contrary,
passive reception of a gift.?

1 One fact is especially striking: the sisters who lack this training and
who would therefore have most need of solid, doctrinal reading, are the very
ones who look for sentimental books, edifying stories, private revelations,
etc. They make the great success of a whole type of literature on the level
of shop girls’ novels transposed into a key of affected piety. Those on the
contrary who have had a good doctrinal training go straight to the best
books. Another sign of the utility of a solid basic training.

2 The term ‘acquired contemplation’ as contrasted with ‘infused con-
templation’ was not generally accepted until after Thomas a Jesu c.d. (ob.
1627) wrote his book De Contemplatione Divina. At that time the distinction
was perhaps needed: precise distinctions had to be established in order to
defend St John of the Cross against accusations of illuminism. Whatever
one’s opinion of the opportuneness of this may be, one cannot help thinking
that the term is not really well chosen: ‘acquired’ seems to suggest possession
or stability. Moreover, this ‘acquired’ contemplation is supernatural and
needs an infused element as a basis, since it presumes at least the exercise of
the theological virtues, and, in some cases, of the gifts. Cf. on all this R. P.
Garrigou-Lagrange, especially his Christian Perfection and Contemplation, ch.
iv and note, vol. II, p. 745 sgq. Ed. of ‘La Vie Spirituelle’, St Maximin, 1923.
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As far as the former case is concerned, a solid doctrinal sus-
tenance plays an important part in our life of prayer. It deepens
our faith while it expands at the same time the field of truth
assimilated, affording at once food and security.

Infused contemplation is a contract made in silence, a
gratuitous gift of God. Here, spiritual reading, lectio divina,
continues to act as a precious protection. On this level, how-
ever, it does not lead directly to contemplation. It belongs to a
different order and it would be a mistake not to emphasize this,
for Christian contemplation must not be brought down to the
level of an intellectual act reserved for an intelligentsia—a sort
of platonism ignorant of the fact that God’s gifts are gratuitous.

Moreover, it is not usual for a soul to receive continuously
this gift of infused contemplation. A doctrinal nourishment
proposes the object, inflames the fervour, focusses thought on
divine things and prepares the soul, as far as she can be pre-
pared, for no preparation can of itself bring about the meeting.

B. The needs of human activity

Let us return to the study which is part of a religious training,
and consider its indispensability, not from the point of view
of knowledge this time, but from that of the needs of human
activity.

Human life, religious life, even the most contemplative, does
not in this world consist only in knowing and loving but also in
doing. T am not speaking of special exterior activity, nursing,
teaching or other, but of daily work such as is to be found in
every life. Speculative knowledge is not enough by itself nor
goodwill alone! the practical intellect must also be enriched
and adjusted: this is the entire role of the virtue of prudence.?

What then is the function of study here? It is only too true
that science, even moral science, does not necessarily lead to

I Goodwill is enough to show simple people when to ask advice and how
to follow it, if it is good (II-11, q.47, a.14, ad 2m). But that is not enough to
make adults of them in their faith and conduct. And religious ought to be an
elite among Christians, prudent and firm, able to counsel and enlighten those
who cobme to them.

2 Notice the theological meaning of this word: it is z#ot cautious avoidance
of all risk. Prudence is the virtue that orders our whole life in view of its
end, and in the light of reason illumined by faith. We shall speak of this
again.























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































