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Reflection on the Charism of Prémontré

On the threshold of the “Year of Faith” that will be dedicated primarily to the “New Evangelization” and that in the beginning will recall the 50th anniversary of the opening of the Ecumenical Second Vatican Council, the numerous institutes of life consecrated to God endeavor to reflect on and deepen their own charism.
The Council in several places speaks about charism and encourages these institutes to more closely determine their nature.
1. The charisms have their origin in the Holy Spirit:  “He guides the Church in the way of all truth and, unifying her in communion and in the works of ministry, he bestows upon her varied hierarchic and charismatic gifts.”

2. The charisms are given for the well-being of the entire Church:  “Whether these charisms are very remarkable or simpler and widely diffused, they are to be received with thanksgiving and consolation since they are fitting and useful for the needs of the Church.”

3. The charisms are fundamentally intended for evangelization:  “So the Holy Spirit, who shares his gifts as he wills for the common good, implants in the hearts of individuals a missionary vocation and at the same time raises up institutes in the Church that take on the duty of evangelization which pertains to the whole Church and make it, as it were, their own special task.”

4. The Evangelical Counsels and the various forms of consecrated life in the Church are the charisms which have been approved by the authority of the successors of the apostles:  “Guided by the Holy Spirit, church authority has been at pains to give a right interpretation of the counsels, to regulate their practices, and also to set up stable forms of living embodying them.  From the God-given seed of the counsels a wonderful and wide-spreading tree has grown up in the field of the Lord branching out into various forms of religious life lived in solitude or in community.  Different religious families have come into existence in which spiritual resources are multiplied for the progress in holiness of their members and for the good of the entire Body of Christ.”

The Basic Charism
In the Gospels
 and in the Acts of the Apostles
 are found the frequently repeated confirmation of the spiritual manifestations which Paul describes in his letter to the Corinthians as ‘χάρισμα’, as ‘χάρις’, in order to identify them as gift of grace or as gift of the Spirit given to men in the person of the savior.  With all the diversity of charisms Paul still places the stress more on the unity, which is in God, in the unity of the Trinity itself.  These are the various graces, the services and the strengths (I Cor. 12: 44-46).  The charisms are not only given “in order to be useful for others”, for the purpose of the supernatural good of the Church or even only for the spiritual advantage of the individual.  Much more, each charism represents a service or a special function, called forth by the Holy Spirit that should contribute in its place and in its own way to the spiritual well-being of the whole.  They are derived from Christ as the head over the whole Church; they have been given for the building up and for the growth of the Mystical Body and in order to guarantee the preservation of the unity of the faith (I Cor. 12: 12-14).
In the course of the history of the Church this theme was treated in various ways; the question of charisms was always known for their various abilities.  It seems to have been St. Thomas Aquinas who in the 13th century produced a well-worked out synthesis about the nature and function of charisms.
  Charisms concern the Christian life and they are essential for moral uplift.  The Doctor Angelicus, in his effort toward clarity, distinguished them from grace.  The latter has been given in order to make Christians acceptable to God – gratia gratum faciens – whereas charisms have been given undeservedly and freely – gratia gratis data – for the benefit of the whole community of the faithful.  Thus we can understand that the charism of a founder, for example, was not given to him personally for himself, but for the Church and for the benefit of all the faithful.  The person who receives these gifts is, as it were, an instrument for the mediating and communication of the special charisms for everyone whom the Holy Spirit has stirred up to be his disciples and followers.  Thomas Aquinas certainly insists on the doctrinal and apologetic function of charisms.  “They are given to testify to the faith and spiritual teaching.”

It remains only to mention that the charisms of the founder are a special gift, which Christ guarantees to a person through the mediation of the Holy Spirit, the Sanctifier, who gives life according to the expression of the Credo (“spiritum vivificantem”).  The charism is a divine gift recognized as such by the authority of the Church and supported by the same Spirit for the benefit of the entire Body of Christ.  To make it still clearer, the charism of the founder has the power to awaken vocations for the life-situations which correspond to the special needs of the “Mystical Body”, and to make fruitful the religious life of those who respond to this special calling.  As the Spirit stirred the founder, so also he stirs up the vocations of the followers to service for the total benefit of the Church.
How to answer the question of the charism?

The question seems to be arrogant or naïve when it concerns an order history of almost 900 years.  And nevertheless this question has been put to me repeatedly in an emphatic way, sometimes as a leitmotif in the course of numerous encounters with various institutes of life dedicated to God, sometimes by communities of recent origin or by one which has its own long history, sometimes at their merging with another institute or at the death of the last member.
Whether it is a matter of institutes which were founded in the 19th or the beginning of the 20th century or about post-conciliar foundations, it is always about this discussion regarding the charism of the institutes.  And what always surprises me is the question:  “What is their charism?”  There are two types of answers that leave me the most unsatisfied.  The institutes founded in the 19th century or the beginning of the 20th century were frequently a concrete answer to the needs of the Church or community.  Several congregations of sisters were founded for the evangelization of small rural communities, others to insure a Christian presence in hospitals, in prisons, or to guarantee an education guided by the Gospel.  These institutes were necessary and the authority of the Church recognized them as such.  And it must be added that numerous women and men became holy in the fulfillment of their specific vocation.  But to the question: “What is their charism?”, the response is regularly given with the formulation of their mission.  “We were founded for this purpose or that goal” or “We were founded to accomplish this aspect of Christian life!”  However the point of view of the mission or of the Christian spirituality is not the charism; it only constitutes the concrete area of responsibility in a determined social or spiritual sphere.  Thus the question still remains unanswered.
Again, I reflect on the answer of members of a just recently established institute that represents an imitation of the canons regular.  “We were founded to build an institute well equipped in the philosophical and theological area.  We have one day a week as a ‘desert day’ to penetrate more deeply into the life of prayer!”  And the members of another recently established institute likewise discussed very animatedly about the charism with their founder.  They endeavor to include the great monastic tradition but with a preferential presence in the cities with the advantage of being able to work a half day in support of Père Loew and his worker priests, with predilection for quiet and wilderness – in imitation of Bl. Charles de Foucauld – and opt for a more Eastern Church liturgy.  But does this mixture amount to a charism?
Now what is the charism of the Premonstratensians Order?

And we Premonstratensians, how can we speak about the charism of our Order without giving a false answer and emphasizing our mission?  What did Norbert want and create?

One thing is certain.  Norbert was determined along with his first companions to remain faithful to their canonical formation.  The canonical life did not necessarily consist of pastoral service, but it made this form of ecclesial service possible whereas the ecumenical Lateran Council that was held March 18-27, 1123 had forbidden monks to celebrate public Masses, to visit the sick outside of the cloister and to administer the anointing of the sick (“Last Anointing”).  During the first General Chapters of Prémontré there was scarcely mention of pastoral service.  However, in order to respond to the question of charisms we must, even we, be on our guard not to express our response in terms of mission service.
On the other hand, we know about the preference of St. Norbert and his first companions for a life that was marked by an extreme asceticism as was also the case in Rolduc and Arrouaise.  Still more, there was no lack of criticism as Norbert wanted to release himself from the rule that was considered suitable for canons and which was followed from 817 when it was composed at Aachen.  He now wanted to adopt the stricter form of the Rule of Augustine, the Ordo monasterii.  This rule had spread about in the region around Rheims since the 9th century and had been adopted by Abbot Gervaise in Arrouaise and by Abbot Richer in Rolduc.  It was a text whose prescriptions proved to be unsuitable and unlivable for the northern regions.  Norbert and his contemporaries had not doubted the authorship of this text of Augustine.  It wasn’t until 1139, five years after the death of St. Norbert, that Pope Innocent II recommended the vulgarized text for Yvo of Chartres who then linked the foreword that Augustine had written for the Ordo monasterii with the text of the Rule for the brothers.  The question is posed:  Where does this predilection for asceticism come from?  We have a first answer from the context in which Prémontré had been founded.  In the first place the Gregorian Reform was thought of as a reform of the life of the priests and soon afterwards the canons regular were a vanguard of this movement.  From our view, however, there is still an answer that goes much deeper.
Talk of the “specializing” of life consecrated to God, still hardly to be found in the great historical Orders of Benedictines, Cistercians, Carthusians, Premonstratensians, Dominicans and Franciscans, then intensified to the degree that the institutes increased in number led to a distinction which was unknown in the first thousand years of the undivided Church, e.g. the distinction between “vita contemplativa” and “vita activa”.  In time it reached the point that the charism of an institute was more and more restricted in its orientation, corresponding to the mission of the Church or corresponding to the piety and spirituality of a certain era in which these institutes arose.  On the other hand this excessive specialization often led to a retreat into self, to isolation, to the detriment of the ecclesial manifestation of a number of religious institutes.  This had finally led from ecclesial vision to certain sterility, to an inability to recognize the signs of the time of which Blessed Pope John XXIII had spoken at the opening of the Second Vatican Council, and in the end also to a crisis of vocations.
What did St. Norbert want?

But we return to St. Norbert.  Unquestionably St. Norbert and the founders of the Gregorian Reform drew their inspiration from the Gospel of Mark and the Acts of the Apostles.  At the appointment of the twelve Mark stresses:  “Jesus went up on the mountain and called to himself those whom he had chosen, and they came to him.  And he appointed twelve whom he wished to have with him and whom he would send out to preach” (Mk 3: 13-14).   Literally it reads “he created twelve” (“creare”).  The Greek verb is the same that is used in Genesis, when God “created” heaven and earth (Gen. 1: 1), to express that the twelve exist only as a collegium, as a group, and that their company is based only on the person of Jesus.  The two other relevant texts are found in the Acts of the Apostles and describe the early Community of Jerusalem:  “They kept to the teaching of the Apostles and to the community, to the breaking of the bread and to the prayers” (Acts 2: 42).  Two verses further on Luke describes that the early community had grown through converts:  “And everyone who had become believers formed a community and had everything in common” (Acts 2: 44).  This reference to the Scripture is, as already mentioned, common to all founders who are contemporary with St. Norbert.  What is therefore unique about Prémontré?  
It seems that precisely this passage of the New Testament had been a source of spiritual inspiration for everyone.  The community of Jerusalem seemed to be a shining ideal in the eyes of Norbert’s contemporaries suitable not only to promote the generosity of the vocation, but to show a form of exemplary life based on the community that was clearly marked by the sharing of goods.  That is characteristic for all who described themselves as Ordo novus in contrast to the canons who followed the Rule of Aachen.

That which was unique and new with St. Norbert consisted in the fact that he did not limit himself to consideration of the early community of Jerusalem as the primary point of reference or as an ideal for inspiration from the life form according to the ideal of the apostles.  He wanted much more concretely to create (“creare”) and establish this community of Jerusalem in Prémontré as diverse in calling but united in a like community.
In fact Norbert attracted not only clerics but also laity who converted and now became conversi (lay brothers) who received the habit of the Order and thus became free for the concerns of the community; he also received women as Herman of Tournai remarks:  “In Cîteaux only men were accepted into the monastery.  But Norbert for his part also accepted women for their conversion.  There were many more women than men and the observance of the women was visibly much stricter and more radical than that of the men.”

Norbert was guided by the conviction to live in community with brothers and sisters and he endeavored to lead a life comparable to that of the Apostles and the holy women of the Gospel united around Christ and the Virgin Mary.  That speaks for itself and therefore he leaves Prémontré in order to win new followers and sets out in the early spring of 1120.
When the papal legates, Peter Leone and Gregory of Sant’ Angelo, confirmed this form of life in 1124 they declared:  “We thank God and his eternal compassion that he inspired you to renew the praiseworthy life of the holy fathers and to align the institute according to the teaching of the Apostles that flourished at the beginning of the Church, but which then faded in the following centuries.”

The choice of the Rule of Augustine took priority therefore because it made it possible for the new community to distinguish itself from the monastic orders which lived according to the Rule of Benedict, but also because it offered them an ideal which is described in the rule of the brothers with the following words:  “The first reason why you live together in community is to dwell harmoniously in the house and be one heart and one soul on the way to God.”

It appears that this ideal establishes the specific charism of the Order of Prémontré.  This is also very well expressed in our Constitutions:  “The apostolic way of life, under the guidance of the Spirit of Christ, is to have one heart and one mind; to have all things in common; to persevere in the teaching of the Apostles; to persevere together in prayer with Mary, the mother of Jesus and the brethren; to break bread with joy, that is to have the Eucharist as the center of all life; to give witness to the resurrection of Jesus Christ our Lord by preaching, by good example and by every form of the apostolate.
  This apostolic way of life should be considered as the highest ideal which ought to distinguish our entire life.”

Since each charism must necessarily be concretely incarnated in the life of a community, St. Norbert and Bl. Hugh of Fosses introduced a certain number of elements and usages which in the 12th century were regarded as visible signs of a life consecrated to God and which should set the idea of the founder into practice.  In the Order of Prémontré are to be mentioned primarily the formula of profession, the habit of the Order, the celebration of the office which culminates in the Eucharist, the daily chapter, study and contemplation, preaching of the Word of God, the reception of the poor and pilgrims.
It is worth adding that Marian piety does not appear as a proper canonical tradition.  The famous “Sermon of St. Norbert” previously read daily does not mention veneration of Mary at all; this, by the way, speaks precisely for a certain age of this text!  Still, the spiritual context of the 12th century was marked by an intense development of devotion to the Virgin Mary of which St. Bernard was really the most well known representative.  The love which St. Norbert and his contemporaries showed toward Mary has then been expressed in the texts of the later Premonstratensian authors which led to its being viewed as a characteristic element of their Order.
Summary

Because the Second Vatican Council expressly invited the institutes of life consecrated to God to retain and to foster their own charism, they must take into consideration the central element that is non-negotiable and that once and for all determines their identity.  It is the source of the inspiration of the regular life and of ministry; it is the preferred reference point to examine the ecclesial dimension of our community life.  That is also the reason why the Constitutions invite us:
“In our local churches the community of Christ’s Church must take shape.  Though this community is a gift of grace, nevertheless, each member of our churches in which there is a diversity of ministry but a unity of mission should work together daily to accomplish it, using the variety of gifts he has received.  Those who offer and give themselves to our churches by religious profession are called to strive to fulfill the apostolic ministry
 and unity both within our churches and with the whole Church by life in common.  Moreover, they should observe equilibrium between the fellowship which is with God in the brethren and with the brethren in God since the Christian and religious authenticity of their lives depends on it.”

Very Rev. Bernard Ardura, O. Praem.

Translated by: Theodore J. Antry, O. Praem.
� Bernard Ardura, President of the Papal Commission for Historical Research.  “Suggestions pour une réflexion sur le charisme, à l’occasion du cinquantenaire de l’ouverture du concile Vatican II”. (Manuscript). Translation by Thomas Handgrätinger.


� Vat. II, Lumen Gentium 4.


� Vat. II, Lumen Gentium 12.


� Vat. II, Ad Gentes 23.


� Vat. II, Lumen Gentium 43; cf. also 45.


� Mk 16: 17-18; Lk 21: 15; Mt 17: 19 et al.


� Acts 2: 1-13; 5: 12; 6: 10; 9: 31 et al.


� Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, IIa-IIae, q. 1q 71 sq.


� Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, III, q. 7. A. 7.


� Herman of Tournai, “The Miracles of St. Mary of Laon”, PL 156, cols. 961-1018; Communicator, Dec. 2003, Vol. XXI, number 2, pp. 5-25.


� C. L. Hugo, Vie de saint Norbert, Luxemburg, 1704, p. 227; Sacri Ordinis Praemonstratensis Annales, Nancy, 1734, t. II, preuves CIII; Text of the approbation in the name of Urban II: PL. 151, col. 338.


� Rule of Augustine 1, 2.


� Cf. Acts 1: 13-14; 2: 42-47; 6: 1-7; etc.


� The Day of Pentecost: Constitutions of the Order of Canons Regular of Prémontré, Nr. 27.


� “Apostolic ministry” in the sense of “according to the life and model of the apostles”, not in the sense of “apostolate”.


� Day of Pentecost, Nr. 31.





