LISTENING TO THE WORLD: PREACHING COLLABORATION
(Sr. M. Viviana Ballarin o.p.)

Introduction 
Is there anyone who, more than Jesus has passed throughout the world listening deeply to it, to the extent of shouldering its sin and paying, in his very flesh, the consequences of a devastating remoteness that has separated man from his origins, from his vital roots and from his creator? 

Our listening to the Word can guide us in this reflection, can open our eyes and heart, as Jesus did for the two disciples of Emmaus, so that we may be aware of a presence that walks at our side, may listen to a word that opens our mind to the truth: so that, through a growing authoritative obedience, our heart and our will may adhere to the vocation/call that the Word itself incessantly addresses to us as a Family, as brothers and sisters who, fascinated by Dominic and involved in his very adventure of serving the Word all together, as Family, may welcome the fatigue of shouldering the Office that the Word of God shouldered, when he came into the world to live among his brothers and sisters.
An evangelical paradigm

The evangelical paradigm, from which I draw a model of what listening to the world may mean for our family today, is the one described by Mark:  5, 25-34 

“When Jesus had crossed again in the boat to the other side, a large crowd gathered around him and he stayed by the lake. Then the president of the synagogue came up, named Jairus, and seeing him, fell at his feet and begged him earnestly, saying, ‘My little daughter is desperately sick. Do come and lay your hands on her that she may be saved and may live.’ Jesus went with him and a large crowd followed him; they were pressing all round him. Now there was a woman who had suffered from a haemorrhage for twelve years; after long and painful treatment under various doctors, she had spent all she had without being any better for it; in fact she was getting worse. She had heard about Jesus, and she came up through the crowd and touched his cloak from behind, thinking, ‘If I can touch his clothes, I shall be healed’. And at once the source of the bleeding dried up and she felt in herself that she was cured of her complaint. And, at once aware of the power that had gone out from him, Jesus turned round in the crowd and said, ‘Who touched my clothes?’ His disciples said to him, ‘You see how the crowd is pressing round you; how can you ask, ‘Who touched me?” But he continued to look all around to see who had done it. Then the woman came forward, frightened and trembling because she knew what had happened to her; she fell at his feet and told him the whole truth. ‘My daughter’ He said, ‘Your faith has restored you to health; go in peace and be free from your complaint.” 

A creative encounter 

I can be a witness, as it were, to this meeting and this healing because: 
1.  In the experience of the healed woman, I feel I can catch a glimpse of the interpretative key of St. Dominic’s original inspiration: the “holy preaching”;  a coming together, of sisters and laypeople, friars and sisters, all full-time servants of the Word, like watchmen at dawn as a sign of healing hope for today’s wounded human beings. Dominic met the wounded humanity of his time in the South of France people who were hungry and thirsty for truth. He could not simply carry on, because he felt an enormous compassion in his heart, the selfsame compassion felt by the Saviour towards the crowds of his “homeland”. (See: .Mark 6)

“But people saw them going and many recognised them; and from every town they all hurried to the place on foot and reached it before them. So as he stepped ashore he saw a large crowd  and took pity on them because they were like sheep without a shepherd, and he set himself to teach them at some length (Mark:. 6,33-34).

 Dominic is not, and does not want to be, a solitary preacher (even though  he stays in Fanjeaux for ten years). The compassion that urges him to share the damage inflicted by the heretics as well as by the hierarchical church on  the understanding of the people he approaches, opens in his own heart the wound from which his Family is born. 
Of him it is said that all men and women loved him because he loved everybody; this is a splendid echo of Paul, who said to the Christians in Corinth: ‘All of you are in my heart.’
What makes Dominic’s compassion dynamic and does not allow him to remain silent is the daily experience of mercy, and it is this same experience of mercy which he wants to see active in all the relationships between his brothers and sisters, as they are convoked for the same common mission with him.
The Dominican collaboration in preaching, therefore, finds its roots in the heart and thought of Dominic, in his pedagogical method that was clear from the very beginning of the Order. 
The Prouille sisters, who first gathered to support the preaching of Dominic and then that of his friars, are a splendid expression of how Dominic intended to preach: a unity of mission in diversity and a complementarity of gifts and roles. 
To be servants of the Word can be seen as a proposition and a clear, luminous visible sign, in the way we live in the light of an encounter that generates persons capable of encountering one another and of encountering others.
During the night Dominic conversed with God about men, during the day he encountered men and conversed with them about God. He is not only a preacher, but also the “preaching” itself, because his life is immersed in an encounter whose divine power charms those who see him or listen to him. In His  utter simplicity God who turns every person into his child, his family, thus offers Dominic the capacity of becoming himself a builder of a Family. 
In the first letter of John, 1, 1-3, we read: “Something which has existed since the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our own eyes, which we have watched and touched with our own hands, the Word of life- this is our theme. We are declaring to you what we have seen and heard, so that you too may share our life.  Our life is shared with the father and with his Son Jesus Christ. We are writing this to you so that our joy may be complete”.  This is a clear description of our Mission and it poses the question: when, where and how does this encounter become an event that affects the life of each one of us, transforming  us into healed persons capable of encountering others?  
 In such a mercy as it  becomes itinerant 
Going back to our paradigm, we observe how the Gospel narrative of the woman who suffered from a  haemorrhage is set within the context of other miracle-episodes: the healing of the Gerasene demoniac, Mark: 5,1- 24 and  the healing of the daughter of Jairus (Mark. 5,35 – 43). Through an attentive reading of these episodes we meet: 
A Jesus who goes from place to place: He passes on to the other bank and frees the demoniac; he goes back to the shore he had come from and heals the girl as well as the woman who suffered from a haemorrhage; then he goes back to his town and speaks in the Synagogue, passing on from village to village and sending his twelve to teach and to heal. 
By his way of acting Jesus demonstrates to the twelve both  the content and the style of his mission that they will have to carry on afterwards. Jesus calls persons in order to send them out.  
A Jesus who first acts and then teaches offers a truly  splendid pedagogy! In fact, when Jesus speaks, his disciples can call to mind all that they have seen, touched and experienced. Now, through their listening, their experience is re-created. 
A Jesus with a healing touch: healing is the event common to both the episodes. Jesus saves from illness and death through his concrete gesture of touching. 
The Centurion Jairus invites Jesus to his house and asks him to lay his hands on, to touch, his little daughter who is seriously ill and is in danger of death. He is sure that his touch can heal and give life. The woman with  the haemorrhage thinks in the same way and tries to touch Jesus, whilst  hiding herself. The daughter of the centurion is 12 years old. The woman had been suffering for 12 years 

Twelve evokes the Biblical 12 tribes of Jacob, the twelve apostles of the New Testament and, of course, the twelve months of the year. Therefore, it speaks to us of plenitude, totality and entirety. Whenever Christ, Word of the Father, meets, reaches and touches man, He saves him in the totality of his being.  
Despite the difficulties of preaching 
However…, a large crowd gathered round him….
The crowd assumes a symbolic meaning in the Gospels. Almost always it constitutes an obstacle or at least a problem, a difficulty. 
Zacchaeus kept trying to see who Jesus was, but he was too short and could not see him for the crowd (Luke: 19, 3).

The Gospels narrate that several times Jesus himself finds the crowd an obstacle: a great crowd followed him and he asked his disciples to have a boat ready for him because of the crowd, to keep him from being crushed (Mark:. 3, 7-10); there were so many coming and going that there was no time for them even to eat (Mark: 6, 30-34); the crowd shouted: crucify him!  (Mark: 15, 14).

We can well imagine the scene of the woman suffering from the haemorrhage when the crowd did not allow her to get to Jesus to touch him or to be touched by him! 

The pressing crowd of people surrounds and isolates her from the rest of the world, marginalising her, excluding her, and making of her an anonymous person. 

This makes us think of the Christians in the primitive churches and of their situation; of the church and Christians living in the “Diaspora” among the pagans, just as Peter describes them in his first letter.    
It makes us think also of our many brothers and sisters  who are still living in the Diaspora, marginalised by society and living in their own country as foreigners, persecuted and ostracised: such as the Christians in Pakistan, Afghanistan, China and many African countries. The ‘crowd’ of prevailing globalised powers turns them, too, into excluded, marginalised people, isolated from the rest of the world.  
Illness provoked in women a deep sense of shame, a sense of unbearable depression because the law consigns them to the list of the impure, and the impure woman cannot touch anyone or anything without contaminating what she touches. 
Whenever justice is not founded on charity, human law always excludes somebody, provoking further injustices, divisions and suffering. Often all this becomes embedded in the prevailing culture which may condition and even cause unjust and violent social behaviour. 
We could define the crowd that crushes the poor woman as the culture of the time that wants to  justify her exclusion from society.

However, there is also an inner culture of each person which becomes their own way of thinking and feeling, their way of understanding things and persons, their judgement of reality. These personal perceptions may give rise to  negative thoughts and feelings generating frustration, oppression, separations, and death. 

The ‘crowd’ as well as the multitude of internal and external barriers slow down life and obscure the truth.
By reading the Leviticus, chapter 15, 19-30, we can understand that:
The Hebrew woman who bleeds is impure; consequently numberless rules determine her relationship with the society on whose margins she lives.  
The situation of the woman suffering the  haemorrhage is even more serious because her bleeding is continuous,  and Leviticus says that she remains impure throughout the time of her illness. 
Moreover, blood is the seat of life. Loss of blood means that life is draining  away. 
We are surprised to see how this woman, gathering all her feminine energies, finds the strength to violate the Hebrew laws and, though stealthily, in the secret of her heart, matures the decision of wanting to touch Jesus. 
To me the message is sufficiently strong and clear: the strength and the conviction of faith helps a person to break the law if that law is iniquitous. No law can stop the proclamation of the Word that saves.  

Mark, briefly and clearly, leads us to the heart of human experience every time and in all corners of the earth, where people yearn for freedom, truth and peace.
This sick woman is an icon also of the liberalizing  process of many women who often, as the saying goes for African women, become responsible for the development of their people. In this, they are like many consecrated women missionaries who become beacons of hope, sometimes in far off corners of the earth, where man has not yet had the courage to go, or in places where they are compelled to remain silent, but where their very presence is the only voice crying out to be heard.
The woman in the gospel story had walked a lot, wandering and disconcerted; she had lost her dignity in the eyes of her society and felt exhaustingly weary. The Gospel says that she had suffered a lot because of many physicians and had spent all that she had without any advantage. 
Finally, having heard of Jesus and of his transforming word, she had decided to touch at least the hem of his cloak. 
Whenever a woman’s intuition shows her where the heart of life resides, nobody will ever be able to stop her. Her one goal will be the encounter capable of changing her. We have a wonderful example of this in the figure of Mary Magdalene (John: 20, 11-18).
The dynamic of a liberation journey emanating from this Gospel paradigm is simply fascinating and shows clearly the way Dominican preaching should take if it is to reach people’s hearts, and avoid the possibility of  the ineffectual word.
That woman succeeded in touching the hem of the cloak that Jesus was wearing, and the bleeding stopped straightaway. 
Meeting Jesus is always a therapeutic and healing event in the lives of men and women because of their experience of being important, of being welcomed and loved by the person whom they meet and by whom they are received. 
For a preaching that touches intelligence and heart…
Non sooner had Jesus felt his power going out of him than he turned and said: who has touched me?
The disciples retorted: you can see very well the crowd pressing you and yet you ask who has touched you?
In the crowd, many people touch him, even at the risk of crushing him, yet no one reaches out to and touch him intentionally.
We may associate with people without, however, ever entering into a proper dialogue, or a true relationship with them. 
Collaboration in preaching, today, implies that we have the courage to be among the crowd wherever we are without being afraid, and of having the sensitivity to perceive that somebody has touched us. Collaboration is, first and foremost,  reciprocity of formation, which means building a mutual solidarity in order to help one another; it means  being aware of those who are near us, or of knowing  the one who passes by , or the one nearby whom we pass and  helps  us in our becoming vulnerable.  We become vulnerable to the extent that we consent to live not as self-sufficient individuals, but rather as realising that we are dependent on one another, like intercommunicating vessels. We are living parts of the same body, of the same family of whose mission we assume co-responsibility, in diverse and complementary services.    
 As in the body each member has a particular and indispensable function for the perfect functioning of the body itself, similarly in the Dominican preaching each member has a particular mission to fulfil, so that the project of God may be realised in its fullness. Each one contributes to a unique good and goal.
Not all of us can do everything and actually we are no all called to do all the same thing. A body reaches its perfection when its parts function in harmony. Each part of the body lives well, if it receives the same blood that circulates throughout  the body, and this happens when  the heart is healthy and pumps well. 

I am deeply convinced that we are not preachers because of what we do or we say, both as individuals and as Family, but because of being well connected to the heart that pumps with the same beat of compassion as that of Christ and is nurtured by the ceaseless entreaty “My God, what will happen to sinners?”  The oneness of the heart-beat and of the blood flowing from the heart, turns us into enthusiastic collaborators of the one preaching, though we are scattered throughout  the world and committed to different activities. True collaboration must be orientated  to what is essential, namely to our being totaliter deputati to the proclamation of the Risen Lord and his mercy.  
That may build up a Family…
The woman with the haemorrhage makes the experience of a “you,  yourself, called to live and to experience” the most beautiful human adventure: to be acknowledged as daughter. 
The question Jesus asks, and similar ones, almost always reveal a call to change..

He addressed Mary Magdalene: Mary!... and immediately  she turned to him saying. “Rabbi”. To the two disciples of Emmaus He said; ‘What were you speaking of?...and they went back to Jerusalem. To the Samaritan woman; Woman…give me water to drink…and she ran off to announce Him. To the blind man: What do you want me to do for you?...and there are many more similar occasions …
The questions Jesus asks are always an invitation to overcome fear and to be courageous enough to set out on the journey of freedom: to overcome the obstacle of the crowd, to leave anonymity behind and to look truth in the face, perhaps, even, to be open enough  to recognise and welcome it. 
The process of salvation and healing is always an exquisitely human event, integrating all the aspects of one’s personality. Until we touch our own truth, that truth cannot enter, transform and heal us.
Jesus becomes curious and looks around him to see who had touched him. It is the stupendous image of our God who contemplates humanity with a searching glance, ready to take the initiative so that each of his creatures may have, in its turn, the chance to take the initiative of going back to him. 
Feeling that she had been discovered, the fearing, trembling, looked-for and welcomed woman, comes forward and prostrates herself  at Jesus’ feet, disclosing the whole truth to Him. Wonderful! Her body and her heart are simultaneously healed. Attentive listening which welcomes what is heard always opens us to a dialogue that sets us free. 
In the Incarnation of the Word, God has established this basic characteristic in his dialogue with his creatures. It is a dialogue that heals from within, that sets free the image of the Word in all human beings and enriches them with the utmost dignity. 
The preaching entrusted to us as a Family is engrafted into the loving gaze of the Father who seeks the face of His beloved Son in the multiple wounded and disfigured human faces.
Making the office of the Word our own, as Dominic did, means becoming a space where God and man can meet, a house of communion, domus praedicationis. Like Dominic, we too cannot be isolated preachers.
 In the today of history…
Besides being wounded, the world is sick, it is infected with diseases that in a devious, slow, on- going and progressive manner are taking it far from its origin. It seems that, today, many have made up their minds to find the beginning and the end of everything in themselves, in their own experiences, intelligence and power. These diseases neutralise desire into a kind of clinging to oneself, a thing that dazzles and deceives by gratifying needs that can never be satisfied or that make man die in the vicious spiral of power and pleasure. This is a self-exclusion from the freeing experience of forgiveness that heals and sets us free.
However, this world offers a great challenge to those who serve the Word as a vocation. Once again fear is to be overcome with mercy that spurs us to know in order to love, because in every sickness of our time we can hear the cry of man begging for truth and love.
 The radical secularisation of the world infests the whole system of values and modifies them, at the same time changing identities and relationships : it distances itself from traditions and customs and does not adopt criteria that somehow speak of what is sacred. The eastern countries are invaded by this secularisation  in a particular way.
The infiltration of secularisation in the world is directly linked with the loss of the recognition of the true objective of creation itself. It is from such a perspective, more than from ideas, that the life-bearing Word must lead us, opening a passage to hope.  
The dominant relativism of our time is a phenomenon that unfortunately seems to be uncontrollable: every field of knowledge seems to have been attacked and infected by this epidemic disease that leaves little hopes for the new millennium. Relativism has become the framework of the so called “weak thought” that “modernity” has inflicted on our civilisation, diffusing it on a global dimension under diverse forms such as indifferentism, mobility, subjectivism, individualism, etc.,  in the ontological field as well as in the epistemological, cultural, ethical and terminological one.    This phenomenon is continuing to weaken and change the system of values that, as John Paul II said, considers the selfsame values as “simple products of emotiveness and the notion of being is set aside to create a space for the pure and simple factuality”. 
All this creates two effects around us: people’s lives are fragmented  and they are afraid, starved, indeed, of the good things in life, to the point of becoming spiritually anorexic 
Fear, an effect of fragmentation and a clinging to the self, is the inability to perceive a past in which to find one’s own roots, or a future towards which one can move and find full self-realization.
Anorexia, flows from a hunger for love and breaks out like a  refusal of  love, the refusal of life. It is a constant loss of blood that drags a person away into the tunnel of depression, a terrible cage that leads people, perhaps the whole planet, to destruction. 
It is only when the healing glance of somebody reaches you that you can find the strength to set yourself free from fear and from this kind of  ‘anorexia’, giving you the possibility of acknowledging your truth and narrating it. It is there that the journey to freedom begins and you become a ‘daughter’. 
Daughter! Your faith has saved you, go and be healed of your evil.
Daughter! 
This is the new identity of a humanity that is set free from every form of shame; a daughter, no longer the slave of culture, or of the prevailing opinion.
Conclusion:

Daughter! 
An authentically Dominican preaching is born from the perception/experience of our filial state, therefore from community/collaboration. If we are children of the Father, we are also brothers and sisters.   

Only the Son knows the Father, the One who sent him: only the Son can tell his brothers and sisters what God’s mercy is made of, because he is constantly generated by this mercy. 
The Dominican community, therefore, is a sign of our ongoing authentic experience of an encounter in which we are touched, healed and sent as brothers and sisters for a healing preaching mission.
 In a globalised, but deeply divided world that pivots on itself and takes off to some place where its nonsense turns to desperation  we are called to live out together a preaching that may reach and touch human hearts today, the hearts of all everywhere.  
However, a poignant question arises from the heart of our call: Would St. Dominic recognise his children today? 
Let us hope that spiritual anorexia, fragmentation and fear are not slyly penetrating our domus praedicationis?
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