

















When be starts mum-
bling the words of the
Our Father, the reader
is led to believe that
he may have regained

his faith.

The novel describes a
clash of cultures...

FAITH AND UNBELIEF

dogma. At the same time, he feels that there is a case to be made for
allowing priests occasionally to celebrate the Latin rite.

The Abbot’s loss of faith had occurred years earlier during a pilgrim-
age to Lourdes. He was appalled by the tawdry religious supermar-
kets he saw there, the certification of ‘miraculous’ cures, the lines of
stretchers on which you could see the sick and the maimed. It caused
him to flee to his room where he discovered he was no longer even
able to pray. At the end of Catholics, when faced with the possible
rebellion of his community after the announcement that they must
conform to Rome’s dictate, O’Malley finds somewhere deep within
himself the key that unlocks his unbelief. It does not matter, he tells
the monks, what means you employ to adore God. He is there in
the tabernacle when you believe in the Real Presence. ‘Prayer is the
only miracle’, he says. “We pray. If our words become prayer, God
will come’ (91). When he starts mumbling the words of the Our
Father, the reader is led to believe that he may have regained his faith.

Brack RoBe

Black Robe was a very different undertaking by Brian Moore, in
that he decided to base his novel around the story of a French Jesuit
mission in a remote outpost in mid-seventeenth century Canada.
In the course of his research, Moore had become fascinated with
the American historian Francis Parkman’s description of the volu-
minous letters the Jesuits in Canada sent to their superiors in France
describing their interactions with the native Indian ‘Savages’. The
correspondence described how the Indians could not comprehend the
‘Blackrobes’ (as the Jesuits were known) preoccupation with material
possessions, as well as their inability to recognise that the land, the
rivers, the animals, were all possessed of a living spirit and subject
to laws that must be respected. The novel describes therefore a clash
of cultures, a journey into the remotest wilds of northern Canada,
where Fr Paul Laforgue is determined to relieve a dying priest of
his post. He is accompanied by a group of Indians and his protégg,
Daniel Davost, who is having a sexual relationship with a native,
Chomina, whose family are part of the travelling party.
Laforgue and Daniel encounter physical hardship, cruel torture, can-
nibalism and spiritual despair in the course of their journey, which
takes the form of a spiritual quest. Daniel cannot forsake Chomina
and Laforgue slowly begins to realise that there are worse sins than
the sins of the flesh. He himself encounters moments of doubt when
he feels abandoned by God, as well as the odd flash of joy such as
when one morning as his resolve was weakening he observes an eagle
soaring in the sky above him:

And as Laforgue knelt there, his struggles, his deafness, the
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dangers of this journey were transformed miraculously into
a great adventure, a chance to advance God’s glory here in a
distant land. God was not hidden; He had shown Himself in
the eagle’s flight."!
The moments of desolation are more commonplace, however, as
the party makes its way north through a countryside that has the
capacity to transform those who are exposed to its strange power.
Laforgue senses that his moral compass is vastly different at the end
of the journey than it was at the beginning. He can observe Daniel
and Chomina in a loving embrace without any of the usual feelings
of abhorrence. At a certain point, rules and regulations lose their
lustre as one struggles to survive in a hostile environment. Doubts are
a normal part of the spiritual journey, especially when one is trying
to change the Indians’ whole approach to life. Laforgue ponders
on the success of his mission: “Would it ever be possible to convert
such people? It is as though this country is far from the sun of God’s
warmth. Even I, who now beseech His aid, can only think of eating
my fill, then brutishly huddling among other warm bodies in the
smoking stench of tonight’s habitation.” (95)

When he finally arrives at his destination, Laforgue is not free from
danger, as the Indians blame the Blackrobes for the illness that has
taken hold of their village. It takes a solar eclipse, which the Indians
look on as a proof of the need to convert to Catholicism, and a
lifting of the fever, to ensure the safety of the Jesuits. At the end of
it all, Laforgue wonders if it is the hand of God that has intervened
to save them, or just simple fate. As with so many of Brian Moore’s
characters, the Jesuit missionary rediscovers prayer as he looks at the
tabernacle in the wooden chapel that has been erected by his Jesuit
confrére and resolves to work as best he can with the ‘Savages’, whose
superstitions are possibly no worse than those that often sustain their
more ‘sophisticated’ colonisers:
He went to the chest in which vestments were stored and took
out a linen alb, pulling the long white smock-like garment over
his black cassock. He took up a gold-embroidered stole and,
from habit, touched his lips to it before putting it around his
neck (223).
The priestly work continues, even as the doubts about the ministry
persist. With Brian Moore, there is something about the priestly
function that makes it possible to persevere in the face of the most
challenging moments. His fascination with priests and Catholicism
makes the writer’s own agnosticism all the more interesting, as he
delves into the minds and hearts of those people who possess some-
thing which he would appear to have lost at a young age.
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A project was proposed
which would enable
people to find a path-
way to God...

...an invitation to an
everyday experience of

mysticism.

In the days ahead, you will either be a mystic (one who has experi-
enced God for real) or nothing at all
(Karl Rahner)

It started for me with a phone call from a complete stranger. Would
I like to be involved in a spirituality outreach of the Loreto sisters?
The spirituality of Mary Ward, founder of the Loreto order (the
Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary, 1BvM), was based, I was told,
on the spirituality of Ignatius of Loyola, with which I had some
familiarity. My complete ignorance about Mary Ward, and scant
knowledge of the Loreto sisters did not disqualify me from becoming
involved. I was hooked!

In 2008, the Irish province of the Institute of the Blessed Virgin Mary
was preparing to celebrate the following year the 400" anniversary
of the foundation of the Institute by Mary Ward. They began a dis-
cernment process to find an appropriate way to mark the anniversary
in a lasting manner. The process entered into was an Ignatian one,
Ignatius of Loyola being Mary Ward’s, and the Institute’s, spiritual
inspiration and guide. Time was taken in exploring possibilities and
making prayerful choices. The Loreto sisters, along with lay associ-
ates, eventually articulated a desire to share the spiritual heritage of
the Institute. A project was proposed which would enable people
to find a pathway to God, through reflection on everyday events.
Becoming aware of God’s working in ordinary events would enrich
the everyday lives of people, while not impinging on ministries
already existing in this area.

VISION STATEMENT

A Vision Statement was drawn up: “To invite others to share with
us our spirituality of experiencing God in ordinary, everyday life.’

This broad aspiration, summarized in the vision statement, was
a response to the call of the Institute’s General Congregation in
2006 ‘to sharpen its engagement with the Church and world’ and
to ‘share the Ignatian Mary Ward spirituality entrusted to us with
those with whom we live and work.” Mary Ward’s own expression of
the Ignatian desire to find God in all things was her encouragement
to her sisters to ‘refer all to God.” This would be an invitation to an
everyday experience of mysticism.

SPIRITUALITY OUTREACH

As its focus began to sharpen, the project acquired a provisional
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