THE FOUR PILLARS OF DOMINICAN LIFE
DOMINICAN SPIRITUALITY: VOLUME 1
What is Dominican Spirituality?
Dominican spirituality is a way of following Christ that is inspired
by the life and spirit of St. Dominic. As disciples of Jesus, we are
called to grow in love of God and neighbor. This is more than just
a command in the contemporary legal sense; it is an invitation to
holiness, and thus, to happiness. God made us to love. We have a
natural aptitude for love and when we embrace God’s love for us
and extend this love to others, we discover true human fulfillment.
But loving God and neighbor takes many forms. There are many
paths to God. In following Christ, we are fortunate to have the
example of holy men and women who have loved God in manifestly heroic ways. These
are the saints. One such person was St. Dominic, and by reflecting on the way in which
he followed Christ, we are inspired to grow in the intimate love of God and neighbor.
Now the particular way that Dominicans express love of God and neighbor is to engage
in the primary work of the Order: to preach the gospel for the salvation of souls. Over
the course of nearly eight hundred years, this preaching has been lived out in various
cultures and has assumed many forms. But underlying this mission to preach, there are
four elements of Dominican life which offer a clear direction for living out St. Dominic’s
vision. These elements are prayer, study, community and ministry. Traditionally, these
four elements are called the “four pillars” of Dominican life because they provide the
foundation and support for our lives.

ELEMENTS OF DOMINICAN PRAYER
Prayer is simply talking to God. Just as there are many
ways of conversing with a friend, so too there are
various ways in which we pray. Now there are three
elements that give shape to Dominican prayer.
Dominican prayer is characteristically human,
Eucharistic, and contemplative.
First, Dominican prayer is fully human. It is

characteristic for Dominican prayer to combine the activity of body, mind and spirit.
From an early Dominican document, we learn of the nine ways of Dominic's private
prayer. When Dominic prayed, he would incline profoundly, prostrate his body upon the
ground, genuflect, do penance, and raise his arms to heaven. Whether standing, sitting,
kneeling, prostrating, or walking, Dominic employed all these as postures when praying.
For Dominic, prayer was not just a mental activity or exercise, but an intimate, personal
conversation with God which was expressed in the unity of mind and body. This
harmonization of body and spirit, this delicate blend of word and gesture, engages the
totality of the person in worship.
Second, Dominican prayer is Eucharistic. Early in life, St. Dominic became a Canon
Regular, whose chief duty and joy was the communal chant of the liturgy of the hours
and the offering of the Eucharistic sacrifice. Not only is this the Church’s public
worship, but it also formed the foundation of Dominic’s private prayer. The rhythm of
the liturgical chant, the ecstatic love expressed in the great Eucharistic prayer of Jesus’
own self-offering – these elements were personally absorbed in St. Dominic’s prayer, and
they gave shape and power to his solitary contemplative prayer.
Third, Dominican prayer is contemplative. Here it is helpful to recall that everyone is
called to be a contemplative. All too often, contemplation is thought of as a form of lofty
mystical prayer that can be understood only by those versed in mystical theology. Yet,
contemplative prayer is something the ordinary person can experience; it is not just a
form of prayer which is reserved only to monks and nuns, and those whose lives are
completely dedicated to prayer. Everyone has a vocation, a sacred invitation from God,
to be a contemplative.
Perhaps we do not think that we have such a vocation because we misunderstand what
contemplation is. Simply speaking, contemplation is the experience of being in God’s
presence. It is a mutual sharing between friends. In fact, friendship provides a good
model for understanding contemplation. We are all called to be friends with God. This is
what it means to be a holy, to be a saint. Just as friends enjoy each other merely by being
present to each other, so too we are called to live in the presence of God. When we are
with friends, we do not necessarily think about them, we just delight in being with them.
So contemplation is not so much “doing” as it is “being present.” Just as heaven is the
full and direct experience of the face of God, so contemplation is a foretaste of this
presence. Thus when we place ourselves in God’s presence, the
very One who loves us into existence comes alive in us. God, who
is always with us, comes to be more fully alive and active in us
through our contemplative prayer. Thus all methods and specific
ways of prayer are only the beginning. Dominican prayer must
move through and beyond them to a personal meeting with God, to
a place of encounter where we simply enjoy being in God’s
presence.

CONTEMPLATIVE STUDY

The Dominican life is also supported by study. When we think of study, images of
boring classrooms or abstract discussions may naturally come to mind. But in the context
of Dominican life, study leads to prayer, which inspires the preaching of the gospel. At
first, it may be difficult to see the connection between prayer and study – especially if we
think of study as a cold, rigorous, academic exercise. In this sense, study is considered to
be an obstacle to prayer, which itself is regarded as the pious exercise of the heart.
Yet Dominic regarded study as the activity by which we discover the presence of God’s
action in our lives. Discovering this presence in our lives enables us to live in the fresh
and liberating perspective of God’s will. Thus the goal of study is not accumulation of
facts and figures but sharing in wisdom. Wisdom is the virtue by which we come to view
all of our experience in the light of God’s love and mercy.
The two great sources of Dominican study are creation and Scripture. Since each of these
is thoroughly imbued with the divine presence, Dominic exhorted his brothers to be
fervent in cultivating both the attitude of discovery and the discipline of inquiry. Only a
mind so enlightened can direct the heart and keep it moving outward, in love and desire,
to God.
For the Dominican, then, study is the point of connection between prayer and ministry.
Dominicans study in order to encounter the face of Christ in the Scriptures and in the
natural world, an encounter which leads to contemplation. From this contemplation
flows our mission to share the love and mercy of Jesus that we have experienced with
others. St. Thomas Aquinas puts it well when he notes that the Dominican life is
characterized as contemplating and then sharing these fruits of contemplation with others.
Thus study leads to holiness of mind. For those inspired by Dominic, we love to study
and we study to love.

COMMUNITY
Community is another
integral
aspect
of
Dominican spirituality. A
central point in recognizing
the value of community for
our spiritual life is to recall
that God saves individuals
through a community. God
united
himself
to
a
particular community in
the old covenant and,
insofar as we are joined to the community of the new covenant – the Church – God
comes alive in our life. Our spiritual journey is not just about “Jesus and me.” The
relationship that we have with God is mutually connected to our other relationships. We
cannot love God without loving others. We cannot properly love others if we do not love
God.

Dominican spirituality views the community as a unique place of God’s presence in the
world. It is through the community that we are inspired, encouraged, admonished and
forgiven as we travel on our spiritual journey. God shares his divine gifts with us
through the community and it is for this reason that the sacraments are not private
instances of God’s action in the world, but the power of God coming alive in and for the
Church community. This is the reason why the Church is not merely a social group. It is
the place where we meet Christ, and it is the place from which we are called to share the
Gospel.
In our culture which often places great value in being independent and self-reliant, this
spirituality of community calls us to recognize our utter dependence on God and the gifts
that we have been given by those around us. Dominican spirituality especially
emphasizes community because it reveals the virtue of humble reliance. One particular
aspect of this reliance is expressed in community as the place of reconciliation.
Traditionally, Dominican preaching is rooted in a sense of our human weaknesses and
limitations. Applying a kind of spiritual “Murphy’s Law,” we can say that those who are
able to separate themselves from God and others, will eventually (and perhaps all too
often) turn away from love out of selfishness. Thus this spirituality has a deep awareness
of sin. Yet, the ultimate focus is not sin, but rather on God’s grace. The awareness of
our sin is the occasion for highlighting the awesome power and transforming healing
power of God’s grace. Those who do not realize the extent of their illness do not seek
medical help. Understanding our profound need for God’s grace in our lives can be a gift
of the community. For example, if you are not sure of your failings, just turn and ask a
friend! But the community is also the place where we experience the healing touch of the
divine physician. When we seek God’s mercy (either sacramentally in Confession or
personally), when we admit to others that we have harmed them, we are opened to the
transforming power of forgiveness. Through the community, relationships are healed and
our spirits restored.

DOMINICAN MINISTRY
The heart of Dominican ministry is preaching. But the Dominican
notion of preaching goes beyond liturgical preaching or formal
catechesis, because the foundation of preaching the word is
preaching by example. Simply put, the way we live our lives is
itself a homily. When St. Dominic began to preach, he saw the
ineffectiveness of those who preached the gospel of Jesus, but
lived contrary to their own preaching. This is why Dominic strove
to live a simple life. The poverty that Dominicans profess is not
merely a penance, but it is a witness to the simplicity of life and
the spiritual goal of our journey. Poverty gives power to
preaching.
In our contemporary culture there is a crisis of preaching. When we think of preaching,
we can imagine a long, boring homily or perhaps the aggressive preacher who is traveling
door to door with Bible in hand. Little wonder that we are not enthused when we are

told that we are all called to preach the Gospel! Yet, preaching the Gospel simply entails
communicating the truth and love of Jesus to others. In every era this will look different,
and the ways that Dominicans have preached are many. St. Thomas Aquinas preached
through his teaching, St. Catherine of Siena through her zeal for uniting divisions and
mediating disputes, St. Martin de Porres through his care for the sick, poor and
marginalized, and Bartholomew de las Casas by fighting for the rights of the indigenous
people of America. In all these examples, we see a harmony of word and action, a
balance between preaching and the power of example. This fits with the early Dominican
motto, verbo et exemplo (by word and example). Thus the Dominican answer to this
crisis of preaching is to discover creative ways through which we can both respond to the
needs of our day and invite others to experience the power of God that is present in our
lives.
What, then, is Dominican spirituality? It is a life is rooted in contemplative prayer,
engaged in discovering God’s presence in our lives and studying the Word of God, united
together in the mercy of God’s community, and zealous for preaching the gospel by the
witness of our words and deeds. And although this is a lofty ideal, when we strive to live
in this way, we are supported in loving God by living in the spirit of St. Dominic.
POINTS TO PONDER
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

How do each of these pillars provide support for your life?
Which of these pillars could be strengthened?
Where do you experience God’s presence in your life?
How do your relationships lead you to God?
How do you invite others to get to know God?
Michael Hurley, O.P.
August 2005
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Four Pillars of Dominican Life
“… moved by the Holy Spirit to live according to the spirit and
charism of Saint Dominic …”
~ Rule, §2
“… they are marked out by the particular style of their spiritual life
and of their service to God and to their neighbour in the Church. As
members of the Order, they share in its apostolic mission, by study,
prayer and preaching in keeping with their state as members of the
laity. ”
~ Rule, §4
“How must we live, and what must we do, to fulfill our vocation as
men and women who proclaim the saving message of Christ so that it
becomes a burning reality in our own lives and in the lives of those to
whom we are sent?”
~ fr. Damian Byrne, O.P.
¶

Mission

“They have as their vocation to radiate the presence of Christ in the
midst of the peoples so that the divine message of salvation be known
and accepted everywhere by the whole of mankind.”
~ Rule, §1
“Together with the Brothers and Sisters of the Order the members of
the fraternities take part in the apostolate; they are to share actively in
the life of the Church, and be ever ready to work with other apostolic
groups. ”
~ Rule, §9
“It is for the laity to translate into action the social teachings of the
Church. It is for you to develop a culture of truth, in collaboration
with the other members of the Dominican Family, which must replace
the present culture of lies. This will necessarily involve you in the
struggle against injustice, violence, racism, sexism, classism and
corruption in all aspects of human life. It will require that you
construct new social structures which protect life in all its stages. It
will be your task to reform our mentality in regard to the use of
ecology.”
~ fr. Damian Byrne O.P.
¶

Community
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“They do their best to live in true community in the spirit of the
beatitudes, and they give expression to this in regard to other
members of the fraternity, particularly the poor and the sick, and as
circumstances require, by doing works of mercy and sharing with
them what resources they may have, and by offering prayers for the
dead; so that all may be united in heart and soul in God.”
~ Rule, §8
“The fundamental law of democracy is majority rule, but it is different
with us, in spite of our frequent voting. Our law is unanimous rule. In
the conventual chapter, and it is the same for provincial and general
chapters, the prior should not look for a quick vote, but should try to
have the question thrashed out, so that everyone has his say: and a
common debate will lead to an agreement that is as near unanimous
as possible. This striving for unanimity, even if we do not always
succeed in doing it, is the sure guarantee of the presence of the Lord
and his Spirit and by that very fact, it is a more certain way of
discovering the will of God.”
~ fr. Vincent de Couesnongle, O.P.
“We allow others, not the privilege, but the right to do things in a
different way; allow them space to fly their own kite […] We allow
them room to develop their initiative, creativity and organising
ability – in a word, a climate which enables them to grow and be
themselves.”
~ fr. Damian Byrne, O.P.
¶

Study

“The purpose of Dominican formation is to produce people truly adult
in faith and so able to hear, celebrate and proclaim the word of God.”
~ Rule, §11
“Study is not one activity [amongst others] of a Dominican; it should
enter into every aspect of our life. It is part of the way that we grow in
friendship with God, delight in His creation, and take pleasure in His
presence. It is fundamental to our preaching, challenging us to
wrestle with the complexity of human experience in its encounter with
the gospel, moving us beyond facile answers that do not take seriously
the people to whom we talk. Study belongs to our search for a new
and more just world.”
~ fr. Timothy Radcliffe, O.P.
¶

Prayer

“…hearing the divine word, and reading Sacred Scripture, especially
the New Testament, as far as possible daily liturgical celebration and
participation in the sacrifice of the Mass, regular celebration of the
sacrament of reconciliation, celebration of the liturgical hours in
union with the whole Dominican Family, as well as private prayer
such as meditation and the Rosary…”
~ Rule, §10
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“Liturgical and personal prayer and the permanent evangelisation of
our lives emerge as a consequence of our contemplation of the word of
God. It makes us constantly aware of the truth contained in the
words: ‘Without me you can do nothing, with me you can do all
things.’ It is a life of prayer that enables us to preach to a secularised
world to which the Gospel is foolishness.
The hectic pace of life in so many parts of the world seeps into our
lives and makes it difficult to make time for prayer. There are some
who can permeate their work with prayer. There are many others
who by temperament need another climate in which to pray.”
~ fr. Damian Byrne, O.P.
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Something for Everyone: Living the Dominican Four
Pillars
RHONDA ORTIZ AUGUST 3, 2016 FAITH, MARY & THE SAINTS, PRAYER / SPIRITUAL LIFE,REGULAR FEATURE COMMENTS

This past fall I was blessed to begin formation with my local Lay Dominican chapter, happily
coinciding with the opening of the 800th Jubilee of the Order of Preachers. My husband and I count a
few Dominican friars among our friends, but it wasn’t until I met sisters that I recognized my attraction to
all things Dominican. As it turns out, I’d been living many aspects of the Dominican charism already.
Every charism within the Church has something to teach us about holiness and Christian living, and the
Dominican charism is no exception. (Not to brag too loudly, but we have a lot of saints and blesseds.
Something must be working.)
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With this in mind, and in anticipation of Monday’s (August 8) feast of St. Dominic, I’d like to indulge in a
little bit of Dominican rah! rah! and give a brief overview of the Four Pillars of Dominican life. My hope is
that everyone might ﬁnd a nugget of practical wisdom or spiritual takeaway. There’s something for everyone
here, even the most Franciscan or Carmelite or Benedictine or Jesuit people among us!

Pillar One: Prayer
Dominicans are “people of the Word” who feel a particular draw toward Christ as the Logos, the
Word-made-Flesh. Therefore, Dominican prayer focuses on encountering the Word particularly in the
Liturgy and in Eucharist, in Scripture, and in contemplation and meditation.
Dominican prayer, Fr. Paul Murray explains, is usually simple and straightforward Gospel petition:

When, over the years, Dominicans have found themselves confronted with detailed methods and
techniques of meditation, and with long lists of instructions of what to do in meditation and what not
to do, their reaction has almost always been the same: they instinctively feel that something has
gone wrong… [St. Dominic’s] prayer is never in any way esoteric. It is always simple, always
ecclesial. (From The New Wine of Dominican Spirituality: A Drink Called Happiness, pp. 9-11)

While Dominicans may study and use formal prayer
methodology, their preference is to not get caught up in
methodological minutiae. They prefer the simplicity of placing
themselves in God’s presence, meditating on the Word, and
talking to Him as friend and Lord.
This simplicity is aptly modeled by St. Thomas Aquinas. St.
Thomas once had a vision of Christ on the Cross, who asked him
what reward he wanted for all he had done and written. Thomas’
response was, “Non nisi te, Domine”—“Only you, Lord.” It
doesn’t get much more simple than that!
We also see this simplicity at work in the famous frescos of Bl.
Fra Angelico at the San Marco priory in Florence, Italy.
Compared to Giotto’s paintings of the life of Francis in Assisi,
Fra Angelico’s meditations on the mysteries of Christ seems
almost stark. But I suspect this was purposeful: the simplicity of
the paintings would have encouraged simplicity in the friar
praying before it.

MOCKING OF CHRIST BY FRA ANGELICO.
(WIKICOMMONS, PUBLIC DOMAIN)

Pillar Two: Study
When you enter a library or bookstore, do you get shivers of delight, anticipating all the many things you
could learn?
If so, you will ﬁnd a friend in the Dominicans—they are people who love to study! Study is essential to
Dominican life; St. Dominic made sure the friars had time for it. Study deepens prayer by fostering a deeper
understanding of God, and it prepares Dominicans for their apostolic work, namely preaching. The preacher
http://www.integratedcatholiclife.org/2016/08/ortiz-something-for-everyone-living-the-dominican-four-pillars/
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must catechize himself in order to be ﬁlled to the brim with truth so that it spills over into every aspect of his
life. He studies his Beloved in order to fall more deeply in love with him.
For Dominicans, study is more than the cursory reading of this-or-that, however good that reading might be.
It is also more than doing one’s spiritual reading (again, however good and necessary it is). Instead, study is
contemplative and deliberate “intellectual grappling with truth.” This does not mean that one must be a
genius to be a Dominican, but it does mean that Dominicans are called to exercise their brain muscles.
St. Josemaria Escriva (not a Dominican) wrote that “An hour of study, for a modern apostle, is an hour of
prayer” (The Way, 335). I think Dominicans would agree. Making time for studying both our faith and other
aspects of God’s creation makes for better discipleship and better apostles.

Pillar Three: Community
Community is the third pillar of Dominican life. From the Order’s inception the Dominicans sought
to imitate the Apostles as recorded in Acts:

And all who believed were together and had all things in common; and they sold their possessions
and goods and distributed them to all, as any had need. And day by day, attending the temple
together and breaking bread in their homes, they partook of food with glad and generous hearts,
praising God and having favor with all the people. (Acts 2:44-47, RSVCE)

Community life supports individual prayer life by providing a place of encouragement, and prayer supports
community life by charging it with the charity that comes only from God. It provides a forum for apostolic
ideas and the energy to fulﬁll them. Dominicans also encourage each other to live lives of simplicity and
detachment from worldly goods, their self-denial bearing fruit in their prayer and preaching.
Friars, nuns, and sisters primarily focus on the community life of their respective priories and convents. Lay
Dominicans live it in their families, their Dominican chapters, and in their parishes. Everyone, however,
strives to live in union with the community that is the Holy Trinity.
Dominicans are not alone in seeing the importance of community life. But it’s good to remember that we
should make time to be present to others. It’s good for them and it’s good for us.

Pillar Four: Apostolate
If community life supports the Dominican in his or her apostolate, then the apostolate in return strengthens
friendships within a community, uniting them around their common purpose: to know Christ and bring the
news of God’s salvation to others.
Dominican apostolic work can be many things, but at its heart it always involves preaching in some form.
For the friars, this is actual preaching from the pulpit, and sisters and Lay Dominicans will often give talks.
But preaching can take the form of other spiritual and corporal works of mercy, according to each person’s
particular gifts and callings. What makes it preaching is the person’s desire to proclaim the Person of
Christ to others.
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The Four Pillars of Dominican Spirituality
Today, we recall the spiritual life of the Dominican Order, on the feast of St. Thomas Aquinas (a
Dominican himself!). Laurel Muff reﬂects on the meaning that Dominican spirituality has brought into
her life.

As I was ﬁnishing high school and into my early college years, I gave some serious thought about
joining the religious life. One order that particularly attracted me was the Dominicans. I love their active
ministry which lives under the motto: contemplare et contemplata aliis tradere (to contemplate, and to
give to others the fruits of contemplation). Their deep prayer life produces an outﬂowing of love in the
form of preaching the Gospel, in word and deed. The convent I visited in Pontcalec, France, where the
sisters run two boarding schools, was an excellent example of the Dominican way of life.
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The four pillars of Dominican spirituality are prayer, study, apostolate and community. Prayer and
studies are at the very core of Dominican life, but it is for the sake of apostolate and community.
As it should with any vocation, prayer forms the heart of the Dominican life. Time for prayer is
punctuated throughout the day so that the sisters can foster and maintain their relationship with God.
Also, integral is time spent for study. Study forms the backbone and inspires prayer. As a person
encounters God through creation and Scripture, he can’t help but yearn for a relationship with Him.
Study, for a Dominican, is a seeking of Veritas (Truth)–another motto of the Order. It is not studying for
the mere sake of the exercise, but for the sake of discovering the truth. Therefore, a Dominican’s
studies are meant to develop an attitude of discovery and the discipline of inquiry. There was time set
aside daily for personal study.
From prayer and study, apostolate easily ﬂows as the wisdom gained is to be shared. This is done
both in word and example (verbo et exemplo). Many Dominicans are teachers at high schools, as
were the nuns in France, and colleges. They live the Gospel as example and share the Gospel with
the students they encounter.
Dominicans live in community. As one cannot love others without ﬁrst loving God, so, too, one cannot
truly love God without loving others. One’s spiritual journey is never isolated between oneself and God
alone. It takes place, also, in our encounters with others. For example, we learn the true meaning of
forgiveness when it is shown to us and when we impart it to others. God is revealed through the
persons we encounter daily. The sisters not only lived this communal aspect with each other, but also
with those they ministered to.
Although I discovered that the vocation God was calling me to was, in fact, the married life, so much of
the Dominican way of life I still appreciate and strive to imitate–making time for daily prayer, using prior
and continual studies to inform how I live my life and teach my children, and, of course, the building up
of the “domestic church” as a small community, as well as engaging in community with others outside
the home, bringing the light of Christ to the world.
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