ON THE CONSECRATORY NATURE OF THE VERY ACT
OF SOLEMN VOWS
INTHE THEOLOGY OF SAINT THOMAS AQUINAS

The Ordo Professonisreligiosae, promulgated in 1970by the Apostolic Seaby virtue
of the conciliar constitution Sacrosanctum Consili um, to which all religious families are to
conform, salvo iure particulari (“ withou prgjudiceto particular law” ), appropriately
highlights the solemn blessng, or consecation of the professed individud (no. 67; cf. 6b). In
this it takesits inspiration from the end of no. 45 of the condtitution Lumen Gentium:

“However, the Church does not orly raise €ligious pofesson to hedignity
of canoncal status by itssanction, but by its liturgical action it also 1owsit to bea
conseaationto God. The Church itself, by the authority etrusted to it, recavesthe
vows of those making professon, by its puldic prayer it asks God for help and gace
for them, comnends them to God and bestows on them a iritual blessng, asit joins
their offeringto the Eucharistic sacrifice”

The conciliar text does not contain any reference, either to transform the Pauline
allusion in Ephesians 1:3 (spiritual blessng) into an argument strictly spe&king, or to base
itself on the ancient Roman prayer for the consecration of virgins or the tradition of the
blessng of monks, which, in the Latin Church until Vatican Il, was specifically monastic. *

Therite of profesgon of the Order of Preachers, asweredll, hasitsrootsin the
primitive constitutions of the Order. Ittook onits definitiveform upto the presnt timein
the Dominican liturgy of 12541256and, along with the liturgy, upon the petition of the
Order, obtained the confirmation of Clement IV in 1267. Itis especidly appropriate to take
note of the great ritual sobriety that charaderizesiit.

The fad that there isacertain spiritud originality and particular law involveddoes
not take away the obligation for Dominicans to ask themselves an important question, asit
happens rather frequently in the liturgical reform of Vatican Il namely, the solemn blessng
or conseaation of theoneprofes®d is at the same time a novelty for the non-monastic
religious families and a return to the sources of Tradition, inviting the Order of Preachers and
all religious to no longer placea divison between the interior redity andthe exterior or
canonicd forms, as had been done after the time of Saint Bernard. Have Dominican
spirituality and theology really confronted that question? It seansthey have, judging by the
Summa of Saint Thomas (SeaundaSeaundae, question 89).

! ¢f. O CASEL, “Die Ménchsweihe” (“Monastic conseaation”), Jahrbuch fiir liturgische
Wissenschaft 5, 1925 1, 47.



Certainly Saint Thomas Aquinas was aware of the blessng of monks, becaise he
recived hiseducaion at Monte Cassino. Moreover, he had heard Albert the Grea
commenting on what is said about monastic conseaation in chaper 6 of the Ecdesia
Hierarchia of Pseudo-Dionysius, and the Dionysian Corpus of Saint James (today ms BNF
lat. 173410, in which the Dionysian writings are accompanied by notes, which was copied in
that con;/ent, perhaps at the initiative of Albert himself, at the time when Thomas was his
student.

It wasin his frequent study of the Dionysian corpusthat Saint Thomas dictated the
SeaundaSeaundae of the Sunma Theologiae®, both situated in the debates of that time (the
status of the mendicant orders was a subjed of heaed discusson) and profoundly marking
the spiritual identity of the Order of the Friars Preacher. Thusit wasin the Seaunda
Seaundag, and in contad with Pseudo-Dionysius, that Saint Thomas reflected on the religious
state asastate of perfedior - acategory that is difficult to understand in anon-Dionysian
context —or also on the contemplari et alii stradere (“to contemplate and to passon to
others’)®, atheologian’ s reflecion in which the Dominican Order recogrizesitsided.

In terms of solemn vows — today we say perpetual religious vows — Saint Thomas,
taking his theologica basisfrom the dapter of the EcclesiasticaHierarchia that deals wit
monastic consecration®, that reli gious vows as such constitute aconsecration and what the
|etter to the Ephesians calls a spiritual blessing.’

“Avowisa promise madeto God. Thus the solemnity of thevow is conneted
to something spiritual that pertainsto God, that is, some spritua blessng a
conseaation, which is observed from the ingtitution of the Apostlesin the professon
of a cetain rule, on the seoond step after the receotion of sacred orders, as Dionysius
saysin chapter VI of Ecdesiastica Hierarchia.” ®

2 Cf. P.M. GY, “Ladocumentation sacramentaire de Thomas d’ Aquin. Quelle connaissance ce saint
Thomas a-t-il dela Tradition ancienne and de la Patristique?’ (“The sacramentary documentation o
Thomas Aquinas. What knowledge did Saint Thomas Aquinas have of ancient Tradition and the
writings of the Fathers?”), Rewe des Sciences phil osophiques et théologiques 80, 1996 426.

® Paris, 12711272.

‘0. 184.

® SeaundaSeaundae, question 188 article 6. Asfor contemplari, cf. the Dionysian thedria (Bswpr ).
® Cf. the Dionysian monachiké epiklésis (uovaxikn ermkAnoic).

"It isdifficult to say whether Saint Thomas' text had ay influence on number 45 of Lumen Gentium.
Inany case, it isclear that, for Saint Thomas, this blessng is not added to the reli gious commitment;
itisintrinsictoit.

8 SeaundaSeaundae, question 88, article 7.



Oncethe referenceto an agpostolic institution has been set aside, it remainsthat the
view of religious professon as areality that isnot only canonicd or only the consecration of
oneself to God, but asbeing in itself a spiritual blessng and a consecration by God,
represents an authentic value that deservesto be respeded. This profound unity between a
religious vow (or offering) and a consecration by God is harmonized, in the theologcd
vision of Saint Thomas, with the twofold function of worship and sanctificaion inherent in
the saaaments, and in astill broader sense with the twofold movement of the going forth and
the return connected with the salvation of man and hisreturnto God.

Thereforeit is our wish that, in the restored Rite of religious professon of the Order
of Friars Preader, the solemn blessng or corsecration of the one professed not be obligatory
and, whenever it isnhot used, a monition would point out the conseaatory meaning o
perpetua professon, for which the Order has preserved the name of solemn professon.®

- fr Pierre-Marie Gy, O.P.
Anadeda O.P. a. 106(1998), pp. 408410

° This is the wording proposed by no. 73 of the Rite of Professon o the Order of Preachers: Once
the formula of profession has been pronounced, unlessthe Solemn Blessing is to be given, the Prior
advises the newly professed in these or similar words. “Dearest brothers, by this ©lemn profession
you have handed yourselves over to God and his will: therefore through the ministry of the Church
God has conseaated yau to himself.”



