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[Note: This teaching, originally given for Dominican religious, applies as well to all Christians.  In illuminating Jesus’ process of human growth equipping Him to complete His mission, Fr. Paul illumines for us a clear path for our growth in Christ’s growth, the source of our progressive sanctification.]
GROWTH IN CHRIST’S GROWTH


In telling the stories of great heroes, we love to recount those events and deeds of their childhood and youth which seemed to prepare them for and to foreshadow their magnificent accomplishments of later on.  We are right in tracing this development, for no one ever becomes a hero in one single act.  Truly great deeds sum up, as it were, a whole lifetime of preparatory deeds in which one has exercised and developed his various potentialities, and has gradually acquired mastery over all his powers and has thus gained complete self-possession.  Then, when a great crisis presents itself, one is able to measure up to it and accomplishes deeds of truly heroic proportions.


The soldier, for example, who by quick thinking and courageous action single-handedly turns the tide of battle and brings glorious victory of out dismal defeat is only bringing to fruition a lifetime of preparation for this situation in which divine providence has placed him.  His swift sizing up of the situation and his accuracy in making the right decision is the flowering of many acts of prudent management of lesser situations in the past.  His courage in carrying out this decision even at the risk of his life has resulted from years of self-discipline in bringing lesser tasks to fulfillment.  His physical prowess in handling his weapons properly in the turmoil of battle has come only from long months of tedious drill.


A hero measures up in time of crisis, then, only because he has been faithful through life in mastering lesser problems.  Nor are truly great accomplishments exclusively the fruit of the man’s own efforts in long years of gaining the mastery of his powers.  They are the fulfillment also of the plans of divine providence.  Almighty God planted in this man the powers which he developed with such labor, and also put him into the providential circumstance in which he could begin to use them in preparation for greater things to come.


So it was with our father St. Dominic.  In his masterly Histoire de Saint Dominique, Pere Vicaire shows how the true profile of the mature Dominic and indeed of the whole Dominican Order was already taking shape in the heart of the child Dominic.


Dominic was in his early teens, attending the University of Palencia, when a famine struck Spain.  Moved with compassion for the poor at the sight of their misery, at once Dominic resolved to do all he could to relieve their wants, and with true heroism sold all his belongings, even his precious hand-annotated commentaries on the Bible, and with the proceeds set up a relief center.  His example so stirred his elders, the professors at the university, and his fellow students, that all began to give alms in greater abundance.


How do we explain the heroism of this adolescent, who led the way even for grown men, showing himself capable of greater charity than they?  The answer is found, no doubt, in Dominic’s mother, Blessed Jane d’Aza.  History describes her as “full of compassion for the unfortunate and afflicted,” and in a beautiful story illustrates the boundless generosity of her heart.  Once when her husband Felix was away on a trip, she gave away to the poor his total wine supply, along with many other goods.  In her deep embarrassment when she was faced with the need of explaining the empty larder at her husband’s return, God worked a miracle, filling again the empty wine casks.

With a mother like that, we can be sure that the boy Dominic was already serving the poor for a long time before he made that heroic sacrifice of his books and possessions at Palencia.


And the charity at Paloncia was only an exercise toward greater things to come.  The seeds of compassion which Blessed Jane had planted in her son’s heart were to develop still more in the silent cloister at Osma during his early days as a canon and young priest.  Blessed Jordan records how even then, Dominic was so afflicted with compassion for the straying sheep of Christ that his favorite petition was that ever greater charity would be his, to give him power to spend himself and be totally spent in gaining souls.  His power to give himself without reserve for the salvation of his fellowmen grew from day to day and from night to night, as by day he served them as a priest, and by night he did penance for them.  Dominic’s own self-sacrificing, compassionate zeal for souls is the deepest trait which he has impressed upon his order, but only because it first developed in him even from his infancy at the knees of Blessed Jane.


Many other elements of Dominic’s early education have left their deep imprint upon his order.  Pere Vicaire traces many of Dominic’s characteristics and those he gave to his order, back not only to his youth and childhood and ancestry, but even to the very geography and history of the corner of Spain in which he was nurtured.  Such a process of providential development takes place in every great man or woman who leaves an indelible mark on the history of mankind.


Is this process of development true even of Jesus of Nazareth?  Of course it is.


True God, Jesus was also true man.  As man, He underwent a normal human growth, and acquired much by education and experience, by the use and exercise of His human powers.  Such growth is development in virtue; virtue is the mastery of one’s powers.  Jesus, like any child, had to learn to use His human powers by using them; He had to develop His bodily, emotional, and spiritual faculties.  “And Jesus advanced in wisdom and age and grace before God and men,” St. Luke assure us.


Biographers, we said, love to record those childhood traits which have a relationship to their hero’s mission and public destiny.  So too, St. Luke, in his story of the childhood of Jesus, records what is of significance in view of His mission of salvation.  From all those memories which he has received from the heart of Mary, St. Luke singles out and records only one trait to characterize all the years of our Lord’s growth and formation:  His obedient submission to Mary and Joseph.  This trait is decisive in our Lord’s human formation for His work.


“Jesus learned from obedience,” says Pere Congar, “not only from what He suffered, as the Epistle to the Hebrews tells us (5:8), but also from His life as a child in the home at Nazareth.  It was in the exercise of the fourth commandment that Jesus inaugurated in His human soul the exercise of the filial obedience He was to give to His heavenly Father on Calvary, and began to form in Himself the sentiments and the attitudes by which He worked our salvation in His passion.”  (Las Vie Spirituelle, Dec., l963, p. 698.*)

Just as any hero’s marvelous deeds in time of crisis are the fruition of a long period of development, so too “all the obedience of the childhood and adolescence of Jesus came to its summit and full power in His Passion.  He had practiced obedience all His life, and by that very practice, humanly, He had come to better understand obedience and to deepen His practice of it.”  (Ibid., p. 697)

As a child, for example, Jesus had humanly experienced what it means to sacrifice His own desires and plans to carry out instead the wishes of His mother or foster father.  The Child Jesus lived each act of obedience, deliberately, lovingly choosing to carry out whatever was indicated to Him by those who had care of Him.  He “learned obedience” by truly living it, experiencing it, in a fully human way.


And He “learned obedience,” says St. Paul, “by the things He suffered.”  We might add, not merely by the actual sufferings, but by their very anticipation.  When, for instance, as a boy or young man, Jesus listened in the synagogue and heard the words of Isaiah about the Suffering Servant of Yahweh, ─ “He was pierced for our offenses, crushed for our sins” (53:4), ─ did he not react humanly, emotionally, to these words, knowing full well that they referred to Him?  He would not have been fully human if a chilling fear had not gripped His heart each time He heard or read them. Yet He never rebelled against His tragic destiny; each time He thought of it, He renewed His obedient acceptance.

We know that this is how it happened; the gospels tell us so.  Jesus was thinking of the Suffering Servant, and Himself as the Suffering Servant, on that Palm Sunday afternoon when He said, “Now is my soul troubled.  And what shall I say?  Father, save me from this hour?  No!  This is why I came to this hour.  Father, glorify they name!  (Jn 12:27)  We do not know how often Jesus had had this same experience before that, each time again offering His obedience to the Father.  How could He be so prompt in saying, “Father, glorify thy name?”  Because His human will was used to obeying.  It got its first exercise at Nazareth when He obeyed God as represented to Him in His parents, Mary and Joseph.  The will of His Father had even been His daily bread of life:  “My food is to do the will of Him who sent me.” (Jn 4:34)

With a preparation like this, how much more humanly complete was His obedience on Calvary, summing up a lifetime’s experience of obedience and of the cost of obedience!  It was the truly human obedience of a divine Person which worked our redemption from the disobedience of sin.


Dear sisters, draw your own conclusions from all of this.  The religious vocation is a call from God to make the total gift of self to Him, to put self completely at His disposal, without reservation, so that He can do with you what He will.



Some of you are not yet able to make this wholehearted gift of self.  Your grace of vocation has not yet fully germinated or unfolded; it is still more or less in a state of potentiality.  But is it unfolding as progressively as it ought?  Day by day are you approaching closer and closer to complete possession of self, so that at last you will be able to make the total gift of self?  We need to possess self before we can fully give self.  We acquire self-possession by mastering our various powers of grace and nature, of mind and heart, of emotion and will, with which God has endowed us.  Only when we possess ourselves fully are we in a position to give ourselves fully in love’s true gift.

Perhaps your grace of religious vocation, your power to give self to God without reserve, is slow in unfolding because you are negligent in responding to your program of religious formation.  Each single requirement in your program should bring forth from you an intelligent response, an enlightened and loving cooperation, an act or series of acts developing and strengthening your powers of mind and heart ─ all of them penetrated by divine grace ─ thus preparing you for the greater gift of self still to come.  Of course, in giving yourself wholeheartedly, for love of God, to your process of formation, you are already giving yourself to God in the way He asks of you now.


Perhaps you have not yet responded adequately to your formation process because of ignorance, lack of insight into the importance of all the details of your formation program, or failure to understand that each element in it is part of God’s providential plan for you. 

Or, perhaps you have not yet responded fully because of laziness, because you have been unwilling to pay the cost and expend the full effort required in human and supernatural growth.


Perhaps you have not responded because of lack of experience in the giving of self; you find it difficult because you have not yet really begun to do it.  All the more reason why you should begin at once, and learn to give by giving, giving in the lesser ways of the smaller acts of daily obedience and service of one another, to build up the power for love’s total gift of self in religious profession.


Some of you fear to give self totally to God, simply because you lack self-confidence; for you have not yet really experienced by doing what great things you can do by the grace of God.


Some of you, then, may still be incapable of giving yourselves to God with any real depth of giving, and when you make your daily offertory of self to God, there are still too many conscious or unconscious strings attached to your gift.  You still want to keep even what you give.  What then is to be done?  Since you have not yet fully developed love’s total power of self-giving, faithfully exercise yourself, for the pure motive of pleasing God, in all the lesser ways of self-giving, by responding wholeheartedly to your full program of formation.  In the postulate and novitiate and juniorate you are not just “on display,” so that the superiors can look you over to see if they want you in the community, or for you to look them over to see if you feel like putting up with them for life.  Rather, by progressive, obedient response to your program of formation, you are building up all your God-given powers for the unreserved gift of self in final profession.  The great depth of your total giving of self in profession will be the flowering of a long series of acts of daily self-giving according to your program, which have gradually strengthened your powers of mind and heart for the full heroism of religious profession rightly understood.

We see now why Jesus did not plunge immediately into the obedience of Calvary, but first experienced daily growth in obedience in the home at Nazareth.  On Calvary would His human soul have been able to put all that was humanly possible into His supreme act of obedience, if He had not first experienced obedience in successively greater acts?


At each state of Christ’s human development, of course, He attained to the fullest possible perfection of which human nature is capable at that stage, for His divine Person, hypostatically united to His human nature, was the infallible source of all the moral and spiritual perfection of His human nature.  Jesus went through all the stages of human development so that His own unfailing process toward perfection might be the cause of our growth toward perfection.  “When perfected,” says St. Paul, “He became to all who obey Him the cause of eternal salvation.” (Heb 5:9)  His divine Person, working through His own human progress, is the source of our progressive sanctification.


[Bracketed text added by editor.]
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