






One hears sometimes people talk about something called a “Third Order.” It is obviously some sort of group of some kind in the Church but what it is exactly is difficult to know, unless you happen to know someone who actually belongs to one (which is not easy to know either because they don’t seem to wear any distinctive habit or anything to show that they do). The mystery can be cleared up very simply by seeing what the Church herself says. In her canon law she gives the following definition of what it means to be a member of a “Third Order” :

“The Third Order seculars are those faithful who, living in the world under the direction of a religious order and according to its spirit, strive to attain to Christian perfection in the secular life according to rules approved for them by the Holy See.” (Canon 702 §1)

The key words in this definition are :  “strive to attain to Christian perfection.” The essence of all religious life is to accept Our Lord’s invitation : “If thou wouldst be perfect... come follow me.” (Mt XIX : 21). This is in fact a commandment for all Christians, for Our Lord says explicitly : “Be you therefore perfect, as also your heavenly Father is perfect.” (Mt 5 : 48)

This obviously does not mean that we have to be perfect but rather that we must tend towards becoming perfect. Now something is perfect when it has fully attained its end : for example, a watch is perfect when it keeps time perfectly. The end of man, however, his purpose, is, as the catechism tells us : “to know, serve, and love God and by this means attain salvation.” So to obey Our Lord’s commandment to “be perfect” means simply to know, serve, and love God, because that is what we are made for, it is our purpose. This is what He calls “the great commandment “ : “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with thy whole heart, and with thy whole soul, and with thy whole mind.” (Mt XXII : 37)

This commandment to “be perfect” in the love of God, however, can be fulfilled in different ways. To fulfil it at all we must at least strive not to love anything more than we love God, to the point where we choose some created good even when it means losing God’s friendship by doing so.

The commandment is filled in a more perfect way, by those who strive to avoid not only what is contrary to the existence of the love of God in our souls, but also to avoid what hinders it from acting and growing. This is what “religious” do, that is, the members of the Church who make the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, because those vows help to eliminate the obstacles that distract us from loving God entirely. Poverty frees us from worries and desires about money, chastity frees us from worries and desires about a wife or husband and a family, obedience frees us from worries and desires about our own selves, our projects, our “goals” and thus these vows dispose our hearts to love God more freely and entirely.

Tertiaries do not make the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. They live and work in the world, they have families, they run businesses, etc. Being tertiaries, however, helps them to live the spirit of these vows in order to be able to love God more. The Rule they follow allows them to avoid being “of the world” in spite of being “in the world.”

Many of the established Orders (Benedictines, Franciscans, Dominicans, Carmelites, etc.) have these “Third” Orders, “Third” because they are related to a First Order, an Order of monks or friars, and a Second Order, an Order of nuns. These Third Orders follow the spirit of these Orders to which they are affiliated and have a Rule to follow which has been approved by the Church, approval which gives an infallible guarantee that anyone who faithfully keeps it will go to heaven.

The Rule of the Dominican Third Order is quite demanding, according to the principle in the Order to have a difficult Rule but to allow dispensations from it in particular cases. For example, tertiaries are normally required to say fifteen decades of the Rosary every day, or the Little Office of Our Lady which can seem like a lot of prayers. This is not required, however, from the very beginning : a long period (two years or more) of preparation precedes the actual promise to keep the Rule until death and during this time the novice has time to slowly learn to manage to say all these prayers. The Rule adds, however that “when unable to satisfy the above obligation” they are allowed to simply say five decades of the Rosary.

The best way to explain the spirit of the Dominican Third Order is to look at some of its members down through history. Many canonized saints were Dominican tertiaries. First of all Saint Catherine of Siena, who is the official patroness of Dominican tertiaries, and also Saint Rose of Lima, Saint Louis de Montfort, and others less known, like Bl. Zdislava, a wife and mother who lived in the thirteenth century in what is now the Czech Republic. But let us look in more detail at two other examples of tertiaries closer to our own age who have not been canonized.

The first one is Pier Giorgio Frassati, an Italian from a well-to-do family who died in 1925 at the age of 24 from polio which it is thought he probably contracted in his many visits to the poor in the slums of Turin, his home town. About the farthest thing from a “plaster saint” as can be imagined, Pier Giorgio was one of these people that the French call a “boute-en-train” : the life of the party, to the point that his cause of beatification was stalled for years because of accusations (later proved false) that some trips he organized to go mountain-climbing (his great passion) were morally questionable.

His fun-loving nature was not a compromise with the world, however : on the contrary, he chose as his patron in the Order the austere Fra Girolamo Savonarola because of his courage in fighting, he said “against corrupt morals.” Like Saint Catherine of Siena, he had a great love for the poor and the sick. He writes : “By drawing closer to the poor, little by little we become their confidants and counselors in the worst moments of this earthly pilgrimage. We can give them the comforting words of faith and often we succeed, not by our own merit, in putting on the right road people who have strayed without meaning to.” “God gives us health so that we may serve the sick.” At his funeral, to the great surprise of his family who were not aware of his charitable activity, hundreds of the poor of Turin showed up and it was largely through their request that the cause of his beatification was introduced. When his body was exhumed in 1981 as a part of the canonical process it was found to be completely intact and incorrupt.

The second example will be perhaps surprising, but, as we said at the beginning, most often very few people know if someone is a tertiary because they do not wear a habit and they live like other people, so there are surprises. This example is the famous actress Jane Wyman, Academy award winner and ex-wife of Ronald Reagan. The surprise in this case is even greater since her life was not exactly, as an old priest in our diocese used to say, “according to Saint Luke.” After a difficult childhood (her parents divorced when she was four and she was brought up by her grandparents) she started her career in Hollywood at the age of fifteen, lying about her age in order to be hired. From little bit parts at the beginning she gradually rose to more important roles, finally attaining stardom in the forties. She was married and divorced a total of five times (something not all that unusual for people in Hollywood in the twentieth century when people used to get married), including her divorce from Ronald Reagan in 1948, which was brought on by an affair she had with another man. Grace was working, nonetheless : she was deeply grieved by the death of a new-born daughter that she had had with Reagan in 1947 and although she was born Protestant she began attending mass with a Catholic friend. An article in the National Catholic Register after her death tells how her final conversion happened during the filming of one of her movies :

“Wyman’s next film, The Blue Veil (1951), set in and around St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York, longtime friend Virginia Zamboni confided, was her “favorite” — and the catalyst for her conversion. (...) A favorite destination was the Dominican sisters’ Monastery of the Angels. While filming The Blue Veil, premised on the loss of the protagonist’s newborn son, the teachings of the Catholic faith, especially the redemptive meaning of suffering, “hit” Wyman “in the face,” Zamboni recalled. Wyman developed a strong devotion to Mary; three years later, on the Solemnity of the Immaculate Conception, she was received into the Catholic Church. Her faith, Zamboni said, “meant everything” to Wyman. (...) In 2007, Jane Wyman died at age 90.  A Third Order Dominican, she was buried in her habit in a pine coffin.
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