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First I want to thank our Augustinian brother Ray for his very insightful and thought-provoking address on the topic of Leadership for Mission.  It is clear that Ray brings us a perspective gained through study and research, but especially through his years of experience in which he placed his considerable God-given gifts and talents at the disposal of the psychological and emotional healing profession that has benefited many religious.  Thank you for your service to our brother and sister religious, and thank you for sharing your knowledge, wisdom and insights with us today.
In my response I am not going to address whether or not, or to what degree, we live, and therefore lead, in an addictive culture.  There are obviously other paradigms out of which a discussion on Leadership for Mission could emerge.  That being said, Ray makes a strong and compelling case that resonates within me, both personally, and in my broader life experience, particularly as I have reflected on my time in Dominican leadership beginning in the Spring of 2002.  Therefore, the starting point of my response is simply that we do indeed live, and therefore engage in leadership in our Dominican lives, in an addictive culture.  (Besides, I had a flash of memory of Senator John McCain’s recent pre-debate claims predicting the outcome of the final debate: I believe that in a debate on this issue, our brother Ray would likely . . . well, let’s just say, “win”.  Talk about a shame producing exercise in competition that would surely induce the terror of loneliness within me, leaving me feeling quite isolated and alienated; in spite of the fact that I am sure all of you would try to make me feel better by expressing your compassion, thus helping me humbly accept the truth of my limitations, which is of course why you love me!)   But, let’s not go there!
I would like to start with some comments arising from a couple of points that Ray has shared with us; followed by some reflections on living, and leading, within an addictive culture, that welled up within me as I sat with, and prayed with, Ray’s talk in recent days.  I present what follows in the hope that what I share might in some way help us digest and process what our brother Ray has presented to us.
Two Comments

1.  As we digest what we have heard, I would strongly suggest that each one of us intentionally look inward, before we look outside of ourselves, and that we guard against the all too common human temptation to, rather intuitively and quickly, sort out in our minds, those people, things, processes, institutions, politicians, etc. that are, or are not, hopelessly immersed in, or even more so, a cause of . . . or contributing factor to . . . the problem.  More often than not, in such an automatic and reflexive (not reflective) response, we place ourselves and our favored people, institutions, processes, politicians . . . as well as our own opinions . . . on the more healthy side of the issue and proceed from there.  I suggest that we remind ourselves at the outset, that what we are dealing with is a phenomenon that is quite complex with many layers; and as a topic of discussion, it is laden down with strongly held opinions rooted in political, economic, ecological and ecclesiological and spiritual passion, which can quickly and easily devolve into defensive, agenda driven finger-pointing and blaming.  I believe that if we give in to the temptation to look outside of ourselves, before doing the hard and humbling work of honestly looking inward first, we could find ourselves on a negative path that brings us essentially nowhere in our attempt to grapple with this challenging topic. 

So, let us humbly begin by looking inward.  Ray pointed out that there are deliberate choices to make if we are to enter, as leaders, onto a spiritual path (as opposed to being “taken down” the path of the addictive culture).  But he says clearly that, “Before we can take any of these steps with conviction, we need to acknowledge just how deeply and persuasively we (my emphasis) are influenced by the lure of the addictive culture.”
At the risk of great oversimplification, I can’t help but reflect briefly here on the little I know about the insights of anthropologist and literary scholar, Rene Girard, who contends that deeply within the human person, integral to the unredeemed human person, is a propensity for violence that cannot be denied; and that an underlying mechanism that fuels this propensity is a phenomenon he calls “mimetic desire” (a desire to have what someone else has, because that person has it and you don’t have it).  How tempting it is to believe that we are free of this propensity, especially if we are standing on the non-violent side of all issues; yet, this would indeed be a delusion.  I raise this brief insight from Girard simply to help us be humble, and indeed direct our initial exploration . . . our starting point for approaching the matter at hand . . . inward and not outward; i.e., to understand ourselves as immersed in the problem we are discussing today, and not simply operating “above the fray”, so to speak. 
2.  I very much appreciate Ray’s insights regarding “competition” and “compassion”, and how he speaks of these in the same breath.  Ray, your observation is very helpful.  You point out that “. . . competition is driven by our need to be different from each other by showing ourselves as better or worse” whereas “compassion starts (my emphasis) with our willingness to know ourselves as like (my emphasis) others.”  And, moreover, you point out that we are most alike not in our strengths and gifts, but rather in our vulnerability and weakness.

As we begin to digest this, I would like to suggest that we dwell a bit on what we mean when we say “competition”.  We can all easily point out the real evil (and I don’t use that word lightly) that both fuels, and results from, extreme manifestations of competition.  A laundry list is not needed here.  At the same time, and this is quite troubling to me, I have too often seen reactions against “competition” that seem to me to result in a dampening of the God-given human spirit, or even worse, an effort to deny the very gifts and talents that our gracious and generous God has given an individual to be developed to their full potential.  [For example, most of us have heard of cases of the officially sanctioned removal of all achievement awards, or alternatively, the “everyone gets an award” model implemented in the interest of self-esteem issues.  There are other examples, of course.  I personally don’t believe that “the lowest common denominator” is the path we want the next generation to take; but, I will admit, maybe that’s just me.]  I simply bring this up to suggest that we might be attentive in our discussions to the complexity of some of the causative factors, or symptomatic factors, that we find in our addictive culture and not easily “scapegoat” and paint the villains with a broad brush.
My Reflections on Challenges as Leadership

1.  As I sat with, and prayed with, Ray’s talk in recent days, I found myself coming back to a main characterization of the addictive way of life; i.e., lack of freedom.  Might it be that our major energy and attention as leadership should be focused here?  I offer this with the conviction that the most debilitating “lack of freedom” is not the kind we might attribute to the villains outside of ourselves, but rather the kind found within ourselves, and often fueled by fear . . . and I would go a step further and say the most debilitating lack of interior freedom is a lack of interior freedom in Christ.
“So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed” (John 8:36).
As I sat and prayed, I was pulled back a distance as if I could see the landscape of this addictive culture, both above the ground as well as below the ground . . . so that I had the view of the situation similar to viewing a two-story house where the exterior wall on one side is missing.

Above ground were all of the manifestations of an addictive culture.  Also, above the ground were bottles of medication, leadership slogans, books and articles on techniques for leadership, mission and ministry plans in ring-binders; . . . and, what appeared to be men and women leaders, walking closely in single file in a circle, patting one another on the back.
Below the ground, instead of the roots of trees, plants and grass, were shoots of “opinions” feeding the ground above it, each “opinion” rooted in something like a coffee can filled with cement.  And there were two, sort of like “smiley faces” but with more detail.  Neither was smiling.  One had its hands covering its ears with a stern look on its face; the other had the look of fear on its face, with a large piece of tape over its mouth, holding it in place with its own hands.
Off to the side at a bit of a distance, neither above or below the ground, but sitting on a rock, looking at the whole picture, is Jesus Christ.

2.  The other place my prayer took me was to Ray’s deep insight regarding loneliness.  I would like to suggest that for the one seeking interior freedom in Jesus Christ, a freedom that is rooted in, and flows out of, intimacy with Jesus, “loneliness” is the place of prayer . . . of deep, life-changing prayer.  It is the place to encounter the best and the worst of our true selves in the embrace of Jesus Christ.
I think that it is perfectly reasonable to be terrified of loneliness if our self-will won’t allow us to humbly fall into the embrace of Jesus.  In times of prayer where I have been graced, in the spirit, to experience a loneliness outside of the embrace of Jesus . . . let me just say, it is terrifying.
Our sister Catherine of Siena has left us an image to help us enter the place of loneliness as prayer.  She draws upon the metaphorical image of a cell . . . an interior place of deep prayer.  She contends that one must dwell in two cells simultaneously: the cell of coming to know oneself, truthfully and transparently, as God sees us; and the cell of knowing God’s great love for oneself.  Dwelling only in the former could easily lead to despair (maybe terrifying despair); dwelling only in the latter could lead to a lazy and immature spiritual life.  Dwelling simultaneously in both is the path to a deep and rich intimacy with the very same One Catherine came to know as Truth . . . an intimacy from which flowed such an interior freedom in Christ that nothing on the face of the earth could induce fear in her.

As Dominicans in leadership, we can rightly claim that the wisdom we seek in decision-making, planning, problem-solving and visioning best emerges from communal discernment with our leadership teams, our councils or at times the full membership or an even broader outside consultation.  One caveat: can we trust what emerges, if we, and those we are called to lead, out of fear of loneliness, are not deeply immersed in an intimate prayer relationship with Jesus Christ? 
*      *      *
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