Litterae ad Moniales Monasterii loci v. Madrid, die 29 Junii 1982 missae occasione primi centenarii a beatificatione Beati Alphonsi de Orozco.

My dear Sisters,


Above all I send you my enthusiastic and cordial good wishes for the great interest you are showing in the Centenary of the beatification of Alonso de Orozco, one of the most blessed sons of our beloved Augustinian Order. It is a most happy idea of yours. The celebration of this Centenary is a most useful help for an even better celebration of the IV Centenary of his death which took place on the 19 day of September in the year 1591. The whole Order feels committed to this celebration. However, in a special way the responsibility for the celebration lies with the Province of Castilla, of which the Blessed was a most a zealous son, as well as with the three Communities of the Contemplative Augustinian Nuns Convents founded by him: the Convent of Saint Ildephonso of Talavera de la Reina, the Convent of the Visitation of Santa Isabel of Madrid and your own Convent which to be more closely united to the celebration has changed its name from the ancient title of Saint Mary Magdelene to its present name of the Convent of Blessed Alphonsus of Orozco. The celebration of the first centenary of his beatification impels us all the more to work towards his canonisation. May the IV Centenary of his death not pass without achieving this.


I make bold to say that of the people and institutions with the responsibility for his canonisation and for making known his teaching, your Community is in the forefront. You assumed this responsibility in a special way when in the year 1978 on the 15 day of April the Spanish Augustinian Province of the Philippines handed over to you the precious treasure of Alphonsus of Orozco’s relics with the accompanying responsibility for the promotion of his cult in your church dedicated by apostolic indult of the 26 day of May of the same year to this apostle of the noble people of Madrid. You have indeed a special mission, namely to make known this apostle so relevant for today and for the good of the Order through his service to our Mother Church. You have already made good progress. However, there is still much to be done. But already I seem to detect fruits of our great hope!

Honour him as he wished the saints to be honoured


The love and appreciation which Blessed Alphonsus had for the Saints and Blesseds of our Order impel us to render them to him also and to offer him as an example of religious life for others. With what great enthusiasm he wrote at the command of the Prior Provincial in the Chronicle of Saint Augustine the glorious Father and Doctor of the Church, and of the saints and Blesseds, and doctors of the Order, printed in Seville in 1551! In the introduction he refers to the value of knowing our Saints and the help this can be to us in imitating their virtues and in invoking their intercession.


“It would be appropriate to be aware of the virtues of the saints and illustrious men of our Order and to remember them always. In fact, what could be more agreeable for us from every standpoint! What could be more sacred than to draw on the memory of these ancient fathers. For these reasons it is appropriate to quote from the book of Machabees: Remember how our fathers were saved. Let us cry to the heavens and the Lord will pity us. ( 1 Mach 4,9-10 )... God, greatest and best, will never destroy our Order and its treasures in this sense that he will never fail to impart his grace and gifts on us.. The clear examples of the Saints are our sure help: this help will be for those who approach them with joy, a great source of support” 


Blessed Alphonsus considered that it was most laudable and right to honour the relics and tombs of our saints, but he wished above all that we follow the example of their lives and virtues and teaching.


“If we hold in great esteem and rightly so their relics and tombs, -he affirms in the ‘prologue al the catholic reader’ - we should not honour any less their lives and their virtues, which if we keep them in our hearts will cure our spiritual infirmities. “ May you read their lives with a desire to imitate them, and may you see how much work they did in the service of God. Not only because they reached the heights of blessedness which is promised to all, but even more to give us heart and be for us an example, so that we may live as they lived, and serve Jesus Christ as they did, by carrying their cross and serving their Master in the trials of this life, by which they now enjoy the their rest in glory”

His love for mankind: Remedy his needs - overcome his difficulties


Certainly we have in Blessed Alphonsus of Orozco one who is a marvellous example of a saint who stimulates through the eloquence of his example and his doctrine. His life is relevant today. His respect and love for the individual was with him always. His desire was to remedy the needs and overcome the difficulties of all. The limitation he experienced of not being able to do so as he wished, was a cause of great sorrow for him. He lived for others, with no thought for himself. The words of Fr. Pedro Manrique, O.S.A. first Spanish assistant general and later Archbishop of Zaragoza, in his sermon preached at Blessed Alphonsus’ burial, are very significant:


“ Never did anyone complain, or sigh in the church, when Alphonsus was in the choir and did not touch his heart; and in spite of being so attentive to the office that he neither saw nor heard anything that could disturb him, only in this case did he allow the noise to distract him in order to come to the aid of the one in need. He was never heard to talk in the choir except on the occasions he came to the help of one in need, because on hearing the groan he would say: “ Poor me! if the one who moans is poorly. If he is unwell what can we do? How can we help him?”


The yearnings which he overcame with work and sacrifices he summed up admirably in one of his prayers in his precious work 
Ejercitatorio spiritual.


“ O my good Jesus, if only I could put a meal before all the poor for your love sake. Lord, if only I could visit all the hospitals, serve all the sick, release all the captives, clothe all the poor and naked, give lodging to all pilgrims, give a burial to all the dead! How happy would be my soul, Lord, if I could counsel all and teach them the way to heaven, if I could chastise and correct all who offend you, console all the afflicted, pardon the offenses of all who have done wrong, suffer the tribulations of all and finally pray with the dignity of the glorious Saint Stephen for my enemies and for the enemies of all. May this be granted to me through the merits of thy sacred passion. Amen”.

Simple in great things, sublime in the simplicity


Blessed Alphonsus of Orozco was well known both within and outside the Order. He stood high both in the divine and in human spheres. Both King Charles V and King Philip II had him as their Preacher. He was not just any preacher of the Court. Both kings treated him as their counselor and they respected and loved him dearly. Alphonsus of Orozco enjoyed high prestige and influence in the Spanish Court. The Order also recognised his worth, his enthusiasm and his self sacrifice. On the 8 of September 1563 Prior General Christopher of Padua asked him to use his influence with the King of Spain to request that the king bear the costs of the General chapter which was to be held in Milan in 1564. Already in 1541 it was convoked in Toledo, by the General Seripando, to discuss among other things, the union of the Province of Castile and Andalucia.


God blessed Alphonsus with special supernatural graces: spiritual discernment, ecstasies, revelations, apparitions etc. Suffice it to say that the blessed Virgin spoke to him several times. His activity as a writer was due to a command from the Blessed Virgin.


“ While I was staying in our monastery in Seville - he affirms in the Confessions , 3,9 - in sleep I saw in a dream your pure mother, who said just one word to me: WRITE. I felt such a great joy in my soul, I was left speechless. Her face was so humble and at the same time grave, and her eyes were cast down, even now as I write I seem to see her: such was how the said vision was imprinted on my heart. With this great happiness I awoke and said: O Queen of the Angels, I beseech you if this vision is true that you assure me of your command to write. Going back to sleep that same night I saw her again and she said to me WRITE... All this I wrote at the command of your Mother”

Apostle: Christ our Saviour worked more


He was keenly aware of the duty imposed on him by God of preaching and bringing the Gospel to others. This is recorded several times in the Confessions, 3,9: “ You entrusted your Gospel to me to preach it to others”.


He looked on preaching as an urgent necessity for the love of Jesus and for the love for Jesus. He searched the highways and byways looking for an opportunity to preach. He preached the same way to the kings and court as to the simplest people. In the presence of a few nuns or simple people he preached with the same enthusiasm as he preached to the court or to great crowds. The important thing was to bring Christ to souls and souls to Christ.


“Oh, beseech Jesus Christ that in all our years of preaching we may have brought even one soul before the eyes of God through our efforts” he wrote to a preacher the 10th letter of his Epistolario cristiano.


“Since I got to know him - writes Fr. Rios - , every day both feast day and weekday he went to preach in the hospital and poor convents and on some feast days before returning home he preached three or four sermons and at home when requested by the Prior he would preach again after preaching in the hospitals”.


“I can say -says Fr. Sedano - that in the two years I accompanied him, he never failed to preach on Sundays or feast days except with a spirit and vigour of a thirty year old; and on other days he preached three or four times in different convents so far apart that others would have found difficulty in just travelling to them; because he would go to the Magdalena and then to the convent of Vallecas and then on to the convent of the Angels and on to Palacio: and when this present witness would ask him why he worked so hard he would reply that Christ our Saviour worked harder for the salvation of souls..; and then he would preach again in the evening in his convent: and never on any of these occasions would he fail to be in choir for Prime, Vespers and Compline.. Neither the preaching nor heavy work-load caused him to miss choir”.

Active in contemplation: Reading, prayer, contemplation

His apostolate flowed from contemplation. With Our Lady of Good Counsel he is rightly an inspiration for the Federation of the Augustinian contemplative nuns of Central and Southern Spain in the ordinary observances of the Order. According to him prayer and contemplation have to be the soul of the apostolate, if it is to be in accord with the desires of Jesus.


“Our Redeemer directs preachers - he affirms in Memorial de Amor Santo - chapter 14 - that their teaching should be so holy and so clear that even children could enjoy and testify to it; and this preachers could easily do if they doubled their time of prayer and contemplation rather than the time devoted to study and reading; because this according to our holy Father St. Augustine is the key that opens and manifests in reading what the Holy Spirit wished to say to them“.

He dedicated precious pages to prayer and contemplation. Tireless as an apostle he is above all a contemplative. But in his contemplation he considered, like St. Augustine, that it was a responsibility to transmit the fruits of his contemplation to others. He set it out along the Augustinian lines which I expounded in 1975 in the discourse Renewal of the Augustinian Contemplative life given to your Federal Chapter (Freedom under grace Rome 1979, especially pages 166 - 168 ) Amongst others, are admirable his two works Vergel de oración and Monte de contemplación. His fruitful readings are available for anyone who wishes to live a life of God and for God. A good selection of the major part of his works are to be found in the large book Doctrina de oración del Beato Alonso de Orozco, O.S.A., collected and with notes added by the enthusiast for the augustinian contemplative life, Fr. José Agustín Fariña, O.S.A., Logroño 1927. Nevertheless I wish to offer you some extracts which Blessed Alphonsus published in 1551 for the formation of members of the Order under the title Instrucción de religiosos.

“Let your reading, brother, be the Sacred scriptures or the doctors of the church who spiritedly declare ... Each day, brother, have your ordinary reading because this is the food of your soul ... In this reading often you will find, if you read attentively the flavour you may not have experienced in prayer. And many times the reading will be both prayer and reading, because to read and to desire to practise what you read is indeed to read and to pray” (chapter 19).


“Reading teaches us to pray, and prayer clarifies the doubts in our reading. The office of the religious is to pray and praise God, and like a bee, wherever he wishes he were, to sing in his heart, to sing anew, giving thanks to God. For this reason our Saviour told his servants that it behoves them to pray constantly. Such is the life of the friend of God that it should all be a prayer. As our Father says one who works well is always at prayer ...If we consider well what prayer is we will understand that our soul is a house of prayer, for at all times we can pray. Prayer is a desire inflamed by the love of God, by which our heart can fly heavenwards. It is the sweetness of the glory we hope for ... There is no end to the material we are treating. It is enough to say that we are temples of God, and our soul is the house of prayer” (Chapter 20).


“Contemplation is not just of the understanding, but also of the will ... It is God so sweet and gentle who is contemplated and loved, whom the heart desires and nothing else is needed but to enjoy this supreme good ... Contemplation ... is not sterile, because it brings forth those much loved children of God , namely active good works. The one who wishes to relieve poverty, first should contemplate God, whose image is the poor, and when he visits the sick, let him contemplate Jesus Christ the weak one in the stable of Bethlehem, and infirm with the sorrows of death on the cross. So the sister of the active life is the contemplative life, and ( the contemplative life ) is even the mother of the active life ... Meditation is a thought and act of the understanding, which does not rest until it is transformed into action. Meditation is that which seeks reasons and causes which the mind treats. From there follows contemplation, which is the most perfect activity of the soul, uniting it with the unity of love and affection with the supreme truth, which is God” (Chapter 21).

Nobody escapes work and trials: the crisis


Blessed Alphonsus of Orozco offers us concrete lessons of the human condition. To love God and neighbour in God and for God was the great longing of his life. 


“To you Father and Creator, honour and service; and to the love of whom I owe everything, and he loves me and uses me, leaving everything for your love, for for this was I created, and not to put my end at the base level of creatures” (Confessions, 1,6) “My spirit has life to love you with all its strength, and to love and praise you with tongue and all my being” (Confessions, 3,4).


The love of God was the source of his love of his neighbours, lifting him up to make great sacrifices to help and alleviate their needs, and to overcome the difficulties of others. He keenly felt the death of his brother Francis, his augustinian fellow novice.


“All the religious gave thanks to you, my God, on seeing his patience and conformity with your will”, he wrote when he was eighty years old in his Confessions, 2,7. “I felt keenly even more than his illness that I was making my profession without him; and finally still a novice, you took him out of that torment of illness and brought him to your heavenly kingdom. I felt deeply his death because not only were we called together to the religious life, but especially, being younger than him, I seemed to be left alone in the world without him. Lord of Glory, forgive the negligence of which I was guilty in serving this your servant in such a long and painful illness. You brought to rest that blessed soul, and left behind this disgraceful sinner”.

This statement made in the second reading of his Ejercitatorio espiritual was born from the experience of his life.


“The christian ought to observe this special rule, if he wishes to gain merit each day and hour through the exercise of this lesson of holy love and it is this: that he love all the good, chastity and virtue in others, rejoicing in them, because love even without works operates with the hands of others, and makes its own the good of others without harm to anyone”.


It may seem that a saint like Alphonsus was living in an unbounded state of happiness: without contradictions, doubts or tests ... But he himself states in the Confessions, 3, at the end, something very different:


“My God, let nobody think, however much a friend of yours, that he will be without trials and tribulations”.


Thus we are offered a real everyday example of a saint who is living a life full of tribulations; but a saint who knows how to overcome them by adopting without fear the appropriate remedies. He found strength in prayer, even when he was without the wish or without taste for prayer. Who would ever think that on several occasions he was on the point of abandoning the religious life?


“O thorns sharp and dangerous amongst which the white and fragrant lily is surrounded on all sides. O holy Lord, and Father of mercy, how much does my soul owe to you in this particular matter! Having left the world, and wearing the religious habit, with what words can I describe the battles and assaults, which against my will, the jealous Satan, your enemy, assaulted me? Sometimes he placed before me the freedom of the world, other times the natural love of my family; finally on other occasions the loneliness, solitude and hardships of the religion I had chosen, trying to persuade me that it was impossible to persevere in such a demanding way of life. Oh, how often was I on the point of leaving the holy life which I had embarked on! But in all these struggles, you, my Redeemer, did not let me out of your hands, and thanks to your great goodness I completed the period of my probation, by the singular grace which you give to those who call on you with faith and love ... It was not my own weak strengths which were victorious, but your grace and virtue which give the victory ” (Confessions, 2,4 &6 ).


He experienced difficulties with obedience. It demanded sacrifices. But he also realised that it was the source of great good, for which he gave thanks to God.


“I greatly thank you Lord, that you governed me with this holy obedience; and if sometimes through the orders of your ministers I felt burdened by the tasks placed on me and in the changes involving great distances, in the end by bending my will I submitted to the yoke of obedience, and through you, infinite love, I always found the outcome favourable, in that I found new forces which I did not know were in me” (Confessions, 2,10).


He was not without scruples, and these became his greatest suffering. He suffered from them for about thirty years. They were such a “tangled war” in his soul (Confessiones, 2,12). Alphonsus dedicated himself to prayer and other Godly things, in spite of feeling no sensible devotion. All seemed useless; but he underwent the remedies, as a sick person takes medicine without pleasure just because it is necessary for health. When the scruples disappeared he gave thanks to God for the much he had learned.


“Blessed be God that thus you put me through fire so painful, so that I could console and advise christian souls who in your divine judgement you afflict with scruples. I would not have been able to talk or write about the remedies for people thus afflicted, if I had not experienced what I felt myself” (Confessions 2,12).
Zealous and beloved Son of the Order: the great gift of a vocation

As his augustinian and admirable Prior, Saint Thomas of Villanova, always recorded the entry to the Order was one of the greatest graces to be received through the mercy of God.


“You led me to Salamanca, where you had in store for me a great gift and treasure ... praise to your holy name, Lord of my soul, namely that on the evening of the feast of the Holy Spirit, Francis at the age of twenty one and I at the age of twenty of my life received the habit. What words, Lord, can sufficiently give you praise for this favour. Great had been your previous gifts, because there is no such thing as a small gift from your hands, but this one is way out ahead” (Confessions, 2,3).

He identified very well with the Order. He set about learning about its history. He wrote a Crónica of the Saints, Blesseds and Doctors of the Order. He acquired an acceptable mastery of Saint Augustine. He wrote some lovely passages about the spirituality of the Order. He reflected this spirituality in all his works, especially in the Instrucción de Religiosos y Declaración breve de nuestra Regla. In the XVII century the Order declared this Declaración breve as the official commentary on the Rule of Saint Augustine.


Also, he established two convents of male Augustinian contemplatives and three convents of Augustinian contemplative nuns. His widowed sister, Frances, entered the convent in Talavera de la Reina.

Although dead in body, he lives on in the spirit of his works


He has already spoken of his yearnings, of the responsibility he felt of bringing the Gospel to others and of bringing them to the Gospel. He wished to be one of the evangelisers of Mexico; even he desired to receive the sublime gift of martyrdom.


“I had a great wish to go to Mexico, there to be of some help to the religious of my Order who in that country were preaching your law to the natives there with much success, and I wished and even still wish to be blessed with the great privilege of martyrdom, a privilege so sublime that that it cannot be reached except with your grace” (Confessions 3,4). He went as far as the Canary Islands but illness prevented him from continuing the journey.


He always had a yearning that his teaching should not just be of benefit to himself but to others also. He repeated this on various occasions.


“Let me take to heart the doctrine I teach and it will bear fruit in christian souls” (Confessions, 3,5 ) He wished that his writings should continue to be of benefit, for the honour of the Virgin Mary. He said to Jesus: “I beseech your Majesty that this doctrine should be written for your glory and for the benefit of the souls redeemed by your precious blood, and also for the honour of your glorious Mother, who on two occasions by your will said to me WRITE (Confessions, 3,9 )


I did not wish to be sterile, nor was I. My God , I was a tree, planted by your hand in the well-kept garden of your Roman Church: grant me the grace not to be sterile, but that I may respond with the fruit of continual service and praise which I so much owe. (Confessions 1,4 )


Although dead in the body, he must continue to live in the spirit of his writings, especially in his doctrinal works. Your community, dear sisters of the Convent of Blessed Alphonsus of Orozco, has a very special part to play. Your Convent ought to be a centre of spirituality under the teaching of your immediate founder. This is a function or mission which is yours under several titles, and one which I wished to confirm by sending you this letter with much love and affection. I wished to highlight for you in the letter some aspects of the character of this our great brother. I entrust to you also the task of communicating these sentiments, these thumb- sketches of his example and teaching to as many as may benefit from them both inside and outside the Order. 


May you be the first to benefit from his teaching, so that you may be able to fulfil each day with ever greater intensity your charism of the Augustinian Contemplative life. Make the Order and the whole Church sharers in these gifts which the Lord offers you,. A golden synthesis of Alphonsus’ doctrine and life are contained in his Confesiones, written with such great simplicity. But read it all, read it in its entirety and see to it that every day the number of his disciples and devotees increases. His writings reflect his spiritual portrait best. This was declared with great precision by the profound theologian Fr. Basil Ponce of Leon, who took the habit a fortnight before the death of Blessed Alphonsus. 


“Discover him especially in his books: his writings make known his strong points, because in them he leaves us a portrait of himself, and a mirror in which to see his spirit, his love of God and neighbour, his prayer, devotion and virtues, in such a way that his pen is the best revelation and chronicler of this holy man, who is now rewarded in heaven, and crowned by his writings”. 

Conclusion


Let us all take advantage of this admirable singer of the mercy of God. Let us imitate him in his love for the Virgin, our Mother, and in his desire to live intensely the mystery of the Eucharist. Let us be united with him in his love for Christ crucified. Let us see everything, like him, in the perspective of a means to resurrection and heavenly glory. 


Through you, also, I wish to send my good wishes to the Superior Provincials of Spain and to all who enthusiastically helped you in this celebration. I greet in a special way your chaplain Fr. Claudio Buron Alvarez, O.S.A. who with youthful ardour, taking up the challenge of his eighty years of age has not curtailed nor will he curtail in future his efforts and sacrifices to help you to prepare this centenary and promote initiatives to bring about as soon as possible the Canonisation of our Blessed.


I bless you with all my heart and I commend the Order to your fervent prayers, above all in the presence of the relics of Blessed Alphonsus of Orozco, your brother in Augustine.

Theodore V. Tack, O.S.A.

Prior General of the Augustinian Order
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