VERY IMPORTANT NOTICE





ALL RIGHTS PERTAINING TO THE DISSEMINATION OF THE MANUAL AND ITS CONTENTS
BELONG TO THE CIOFS PRESIDENCY



1. Copies of the Manual may be made keeping the same format as used in the Manual and may be distributed free of charge to the formators for their own study and for internal use in the Order and in Fraternities on all levels.


2. One can make reference to the contents of the manual and may take passages from the manual for documents or other publications on the condition  that  there  are  clear  and  express  references  made  to  the manual and to the presidency of CIOFS.

3. It is not permitted to publish or print, in the form of an article or much less in the form of a book,  any lessons contained in the Manual, or even the entire Manual, without written permission of the Presidency of CIOFS.
In the case of authorized publications or printing, if there is a financial income, part of it (to be  agreed from case to case) must benefit the Presidency of CIOFS for the Formation Fund.


4. It  is  permitted  to  translate  the  Manual,  or  part  of  it,  into  other languages to facilitate the task of internal formation in the Order. It is required, nevertheless, to inform beforehand the Presidency and allow the	Presidency,	where	possible,	to	verify	the	accuracy   of   the translations.
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PRESENTATION



«This [Formation] was by far the theme that received the most attention. The importance of formation has emerged as the essential element to guarantee an authentic and deep sense of belonging, rooted in a clear notion of identity and knowledge of the true nature of the OFS and of its place in the Franciscan Family and in the Church. The Chapter has manifested the urgency of finding new, original and efficacious ways to give to formation the completeness and uniformity which an Order, spread around the whole world,  deserves  to  accomplish  the  fundamental  role  of  mature  and  authoritative apostolate it is called to offer, in collaboration with the rest of the Franciscan Family». (Conclusions, General Chapter 2002)

This is how the service of the Presidency elected for the sexennium 2002-2008 was inaugurated, with a strong and clear mandate of the General Chapter to engage itself to give to the Order a strong, complete formation, rooted on identity, sense of belonging and on the knowledge of the true nature of the Order.

The Presidency has accepted this mandate with conviction and love and used its best efforts to achieve this goal, not without some trepidation on the outcome of the project. This Manual is the  concrete testimony of this commitment, together with the living testimony of all those who, in Rome or elsewhere, have already implemented the project and this formation material.

We thank God, who assisted us with His Love and Providence, as well as all the brothers and sisters who have believed in the project and supported us. A special thank goes to the members of Presidency Formation Commission1  who have worked with great sense of duty and enthusiasm and also  to the benefactors who have made possible the realization of this project, despite our lack of resources.






Encarnación del Pozo
Minister General











1   Benedetto Lino OFS, Coordinator;  Marie-Odile Blanty OFS (Francia); Marie Amore OFS (USA);  Tibor Kauser OFS (Ungheria);	Fr. Irudaya Samy OFM Cap. (India); Fr. Martin Bitzer OFM Conv. (Argentina).
INTRODUCTION



R
In a certain sense the Order of Penitents of Saint Francis (Franciscan Third Order), in its secular component, today called SECULAR FRANCISCAN ORDE  2, lives a new era, some kind of rebirth  marked by the new Pauline Rule, the new General Constitutions, new Statutes, the new Ritual and an Ecclesial Status clearly redefined.

―In the process of renovation of religious life called for by the II Vatican Council, all the religious  Institutes had to question their institutional identity in the light of the new doctrinal acquisitions ―canonized‖  by the Council and to offer an adequate response of their charism to the changed conditions of times.‖ 3

The SFO is not a Religious Institute of Consecrated Life, however our foundational history, our laws, our Profession place us in a state which makes these words applicable to us as well. Let us not forget, moreover, that the same Papal Magisterium has defined us a «True Order» and a «Lay Order»4. We must, therefore, become fully aware that our Order is a «unique» reality in the history of the Church.

This process of renewal has already produced deep changes in our structures and in the way we ―understand‖ our Order and ourselves as members. Such changes, however, have remained, to a large extent, confined to some restricted circles and have a hard time to break through without a strong effort to ―push‖ formation to reach the very roots of the Order.

All this demands:
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   a clarification of the identity of the Order
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   the awareness of being a fully authentic and essential component of the original
Franciscan Trilogy.
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   a great effort to integrate into the DNA of each of the individual OFS members and of the OFS, as a whole, the complete dimensions of Secularity, Unity, Autonomy
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   a new understanding and awareness of the role that the OFS, and consequently every Secular Franciscan, has in the Church and in the Franciscan Family,

The Presidency Formation Commission, and subsequently, the Presidency itself, after a close study and consideration, have approved a project to reshape the INITIAL FORMATION


2  The official name of the Order is : ORDO FRANCISCANUS SAECULARIS. In this text we will refer to our Order always with the acronym OFS.
3  A. Boni OFM, ―La Novitas Franciscana nel suo essere e nel suo divenire‖, Spicilegium
Pontificii Athenaei Antoniani, pag. 13
4  Benedict XV, Encyclical Letter ―Sacra propediem‖; Pious XII, Speech to the Tertiaries, 1st
July 1956; John Paul II, to the SFO General Chapter, 14 June 1988.
OF  SECULAR  FRANCISCANS  of the entire Order. This Manual  is the outcome of this project.



Why starting with INITIAL FORMATION?

We had received, especially from religious circles, recommendations to put, fro m the very beginning,  the accent on Permanent Formation. However, we chose to start with Initial Formation.

To explain this decision, we offer the following considerations:
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   Religious, before their Solemn Profession (irrespective of whether they will beco me priests or not)  spend  a number of years in  novitiates where they receive all the fundamental elements of formation to become religious. They dedicate their full time to prepare themselves to their religious life. Their novitiates, though not necessarily identical, offer a substantially identical imprint for them to become and be recognized as the kind of friars they are supposed to be.
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   Secular status is quite different. We cannot dedicate our full and undivided time to novitiates. We have no novitiates.
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   We are moving our first steps towards a unified ratio formationis and studiorum.
Organic and systematic Guidelines for Formation in the OFS, prepared by the 1996-
2002 Presidency, were offered for the first time only in 2004 and they will have to be implemented starting with a solid INITIAL FORMATION program.
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   The OFS  has  been  for  many  centuries an Order  divided  in  four  branches,  fully subjected to the  religious and, due to this, there never was a homogeneous initial formation,  a  true  discernment  of  vocation  or  a  significant  extent  of  sharing  of formation experiences.
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   Too many OFS  members were simply ―enrolled‖  in the OFS because they were
―good   and  pious  people‖   and  they  were  accepted  to  profess  without  really
ascertaining vocation, spiritual life and too many of them had (many still have) very foggy ideas on revelation, doctrine and Franciscan spirituality.
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   Initial Formation in the Order takes place in the local Fraternities, irrespective of whether there are adequate and prepared formators or not. Assistants have played an important substituting role in providing a support to formation but most of them have little knowledge of the OFS and of its true  specificity, and formation has been (in many  cases,  still  is)  limited  to  good  Christian  living  with  some  underlining  of Franciscan devotions.
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   Due to the foregoing, there are at times very great differences in the formation and perception of the Order from nation to nation, from region to region, and even locally between local Fraternities of the same ―assistance‖.
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   A good, systematic and well-assimilated initial formation is the necessary prerequisite for a fruitful permanent formation, which is nothing but a formation that starts and never ends, until the end of our life.
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   Ongoing formation normally takes into greater consideration the local situations, the status of existing local formation, the specificities of the local Churches and therefore is logically decided and planned  at the local level, though also taking into account general guidelines of the Order and the ongoing universal Magisterium of the Church.

PERMANENT  FORMATION   is  undoubtedly  a  very  important  and  essential  element  of formation but it will be the object of our more specific attention at a later date and after having assured an adequate homogeneity and completeness to the Initial Formation.

The essential Guidelines for Formation already offer, among other things, solid ground for a well-founded Permanent Formation.

A reflection on Permanent Formation is, therefore, not perceived as being a s urgent as the INITIAL  FORMATION  in the framework of our present fundamental goal which aims at shaping the OFS  of the third millennium on a fully shared and uniform basis, founded on the solid ground of
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   our authentic Saint-Franciscan5  origins and consequent positioning in the Franciscan
Family,
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   the present post-Vatican II theology, with particular reference to total and communion
Ecclesiology.

Nothing  forbids  (on  the  contrary  it  would  be  highly  desirable)  that  the  already professed  members  of  the  Order  advantageously  participate  in  the  Initial  formation courses, which will emanate from this project.
This would provide a formidable opportunity of sharing between the new and the old generations of secular Franciscans and be a powerful amalgamating tool.



IN  THIS  FIRST  VERSION  OF  THE  MANUAL,  we  have  included  the  lessons presented in the Formation Courses held in Rome and in the other countries where the




5   By ―saint-Franciscan” we intend what refers directly to saint Francis, as a person, to his life, to his  personal spirituality, as opposed to ―Franciscan‖  which instead refers to what, originating from the  saint-Franciscan spirituality, has been developed in the course of centuries with the contribution of all saint Francis‘ followers, within his three branched Family.
Course has been reproduced, as well as other texts which have been considered useful for the formators of the whole world.

Together with the Manual we shall also offer a CD containing simple Power Point presentations.  They are the same used in the Courses held in Rome and elsewhere.
These presentations have already been successfully used in some national Fraternities
where the reproduction of the courses has started locally. We offer them to facilitate your formation task in your own countries.
Obviously  these  ―home-made‖  presentations  are  far  from  being  perfect.  If  you  are
capable to improve them as to their form and efficacy of presentation, go right ahead.
However, DO NOT betray their content ! If you are convinced that you have made a good job, we kindly ask you to send us what you have developed so as to improve ours.

All the lessons and subjects not yet offered in this Manual, which are quite a few, will have to be added locally with the help of the better prepared secular Franciscans and of the spiritual Assistants.

These lesson do not have the pretence (they could not) to exhaustively cover the topics treated. They are basically tracks, proposed in a concise but precise style to offer, on one hand, the absolutely essential  elements for formation and, on the other, the chance of savouring the beauty of the matters treated, which are spirit and life, and to stimulate the formators to go deeper into them, for their sake and that of those whom they are supposed to form.

The  style  is  different  with  respect  to  the  usual  academic  style  of  the  schools  for
―religious‖. We have kept in mind our secularity, the great variability of cultures and of
the intellectual and traditional heritages of the brothers and sisters of our Order.
In our secular state, with very few exceptions, we do not have the possibility to attend
systematic courses of formation for months or years, take exams, take part in seminars, and study Greek, Latin and theology in a full time schedule. The style and the approach are, therefore different but not for this reason should the results be qualitatively inferior. On the contrary, we trust that, gradually, with the help of God, of the brothers and the sisters, we may reach excellence!

The Manual, as you can see, is presented in a ―poor‖ form, as a ring file folder in which we will be able  to add or remove pages. The reason is not only our lack of financial resources.
A Manual has to be a ―living‖  instrument, capable, in the course of time, to grow, to
become richer, to improve, to become more specific according to the needs.
If, on one hand the foundation is always the same (God and His revelat ion; man and the
project prepared by God for man to share into His life), on the other, the forms and expressions change as well as the ability to better and more deeply penetrate Revelation, just as the relationship of  man with God, through the various cultural and historical mediations, may change and require more refined presentations.
Therefore, lessons may change, be improved, integrated and/or replaced.
The Presidency and the persons appointed by it, will be responsible to add, modify, improve the contents and the forms, with the collaboration of the national Fraternities.

We draw your attention to the fact that, in this first version of the manual, not all lessons will be available in the 4 official languages. The poverty of our Order, both in terms of human and financial resources (for the timely and competent translation service) does not allow us to benefit from all the translations as rapidly as we all would like.
What has been already translated, and is herewith presented, is the result of the efforts
made by individual persons, religious and lay, who have generously offered their work without any recompense other than their love and joy to serve their brothers and sisters. We thank these brothers and sisters, secular and religious, from the botto m of our heart.

We feel strongly encouraged by the welcome and the enthusiasm reserved to the lessons and to the style  of the courses, both in Rome and in the various countries where the Course has been brought. For this reason, we feel we are on the right track and, with the help of God and of the brothers and sisters, we are sure to be able to contribute to make our Order holier, more beautiful, stronger in faith and capable to cope with the mandate and heritage received by saint Francis and with the expectations of the Church.

We are full of gratitude toward God, our Love. He alone works wonders, for his faithful love endures for ever (Ps 136, 4) for us, and despite us.

Let‘s go on full of confidence and ―let us begin, brothers, to serve the Lord God, for up until now we have done little or nothing‖ (1C 103).




Benedetto Lino, OFS Presidency Formation Commission Coordinator



ELEMENTS OF ECCLESIOLOGY AND THEOLOGY OF THE LAITY




What is the Church?
What is the relationship of its members among themselves? What is the place and role of lay people in the Church?


Often, Secular Franciscans have imprecise ideas on what the Church is and on what is their role in it, as lay persons and Franciscan Professed members of the SFO..


The II Vatican Council has “re-thought” the Church in the light of Revelation and of the evangelical  experience. “Old” novelties have emerged from this, which were perfectly anticipated by Francis 8 centuries ago when he founded his Family.


It is  therefore  essential  for  Secular  Franciscans  to  have  clear  ideas  and  to understand well what is the Church and what is their role in it, as lay and secular persons.

ELEMENTS OF ECCLESIOLOGY AND THEOLOGY OF THE LAITY



Anna Pia Viola, OFS




I. THE CHURCH ACCORDING TO THE COUNCIL



With the Second Vatican Council the Church undertook to create  a new way of defining itself and its role in society. This new way of thinking has been hailed from the start as a liberating event. But  still today one notes a quite widespread ignorance of its content and especially of the new outlook witch it gave birth. In certain areas it has not always succeeded in provoking sufficient and mature reflection. And for other important themes, one still waits for the spirit of the Council to be translated into action.
That said, the change brought about by the Council with regard to earlier reflection on
the  Church  is  more  than  obvious:  the  passing  from  a  juridical  ecclesiology  to  an ecclesiology of communion.
In this way, in addition to the aspect of authority (which traced the Church back to the
Apostles and to Christ the Founder, underlining thereby the juridical dimension), the
Council sought to emphasize the role of the Holy Spirit and of the Charisms he inspires wherever he wills; of the Word and its link with the Sacraments; of human values and the capacity of each member of the community to be an apostle.

We rediscover the main themes of this new ecclesiological reflection which bring together and join these different elements in the Encyclical  Ecclesiam Suam of Paul VI. This Encyclical emphasizes the  commitment the Council has for the Church and  its theological reflection about itself.
Above  all  the  Council  wanted  to  express  the  self-understanding  of  the  Church (Church, what  do you say of yourself?), its renewal and openness to dialogue (within itself, with non-Catholic  Christians, with non-Christian believers, and with people of good-will who are not believers).
In this way, we understand the style, or better said, the Spirit which animated the
Council Fathers.
A positive attitude appears in the presentation of the Truth of which the Church is the depository. An attitude which is no longer one of condemnation of errors, of an excessive defense of traditional positions, but one of sincere encounter with the Word of God, real source of truth against error.
The discovery that the Truth is beyond human capacity to contain it in its entirety, gives rise to the authentic Gospel spirit of openness to the truth wherever it is to be found, even with the non-believer in whose heart the Spirit of truth is always at work.
On the importance of seeking the truth and on the duty to reflect on it, this is how Paul
VI expresses his message to scholars: ―All of us here, Council Fathers, are in search of
the truth… Your path is ours. Your thoughts are never strangers to our own. We are with you in your  vocation as seekers, allied to you in your fatigue, admirers of you in your success, and if necessary sympathizers in your discouragement and failures‖.

The lively dialogic style will be an ever greater necessity which should characterize the Church in its way of dealing with social issues, the role of women, the importance of art within as well as outside the Church. An authentic style which consists not only in accepting the position of others as something to be taken into account but as something to be welcomed with great respect, and that is quite different! The Council means to meet the other with an attitude of respectful listening, deeming that it can and should  learn from what is different; it means therefore to let itself be forced to discover itself.

These lines of reflection constitute the single thread of the Conciliar texts. Some, however, concentrate on the self-understanding of the Church, they are the four dogmatic Constitutions:  Lumen  Gentium,  Dei  Verbum,  Sacrosanctum  Concilium,  Gaudium  et Spes.  Other texts refer to the commitment to renewal (principally the Decrees); others again underline the need for dialogue (the Declarations).

In the first part of this study, we shall look mainly at Lumen Gentium, seeking to clarify the  theological elements which underlie  the reflection on the Church;  in the second part we shall develop the two directions in which is set forth the identity of the layperson: his/her being Christian and his/her secular character.

1. ORIGIN AND GOAL OF THE CHURCH

The etymological meaning of the word Church,  Ecclesia, expresses right away its deepest Essence: assembly (or community) united to hear the Word of God.  This use of the word Ecclesia, already present  in the Septuagint, continues into the New Testament where it is shown that the structure and constitution of the Church is one of relation. One the one hand, a relation to God who speakers, convokes, and the people who listen and respond; and on the other, a relation of communion among the members.
From the meaning of the Church as an assembly called tighter by the Word of God, the
II  Vatican  Council  in  the  Dogmatic  Constitution  Lumen  Gentium  has  expressed  a theological  reflection on the Church, underlining the relation aspect by means of the category communion. Next to it, or rather, as a useful explanation of it, we find two other categories or dimension: witness and service (ministeriality).
In this way, communion (koinonìa), witness (martyrìa), service (diakonìa) become the three terms or  categories which define the nature and mission of the Church. Around these three aspects the theological understanding of the identity and mission of the whole Church and of the laity in particular is tied together.

a) The Church: Sacrament of Communion.

―The Church is in Christ as a sacrament or sign and instrument of intimate union with
God and of the unity of the whole human race‖ (LG1).
The definition of the whole Church as a sacrament has as its aim to underline the close connection  with  Christ,  source of  all  grace.	The  Church  not  only  administers  the sacraments as a sign-means of grace, but as a whole, in its being and action, has the duty to communicate Christ.
To be ―Sacrament‖  means for the whole Church to be a sign of vertical communion (intimate union with God) and horizontal communion (unity of the human race).   In it people experience the mystery of God‘s love.  In his infinite love, God indeed wishes to meet every person, in the unity of each o f its members, to raise them to the sharing in his divine life. (LG2).
Such a communion of God with people and people among themselves constitutes the
divine plan of being ―one‖ in Christ.  It is the eternal plan of a progressive and radical insertion into the human race which makes the Church a visible sign of the presence of God and an instrument to realize the vocation of all people.

b)  The Church: Sign of Trinitarian Communion.

To the Christological emphasis is added a Trinitarian one in the statement that the
Church is a people gathered in the unity of Father, Son and Spirit. (LG4)

The visible aspect of the Church reminds us that it is a communion of the saved, but also an institution which gives birth to this communion. The two aspects, spiritual a nd earthly, constitute one  and the same Church, a unique reality in which Christ acts and saves.

The Church is the locus in which is celebrated the encounter between the Trinitarian Communion and human history; even more, the Church is the new history, with its lights and shadows, which God  fashions with humanity. Here appears clearly the relational nature of the Church which is itself when it expresses the communion of people with God and the reconciliation of people among themselves.
In the actualization of such relationship, the Church itself becomes the time and place
of the experience of God.   Its being, a place of communion, is the consequence of its being and icon of the divine mystery.

The whole Church is not by itself, it does not live for itself, it does not have within itself its own foundation, but receives it from God, through Jesus Christ in virtue of the Holy Spirit.

2. THE MISSION OF THE CHURCH

God calls all people to become His children, because they are brothers in Christ (sons in the Son) so as to make manifest His love (of God the Father) and to increase the divine family sharing in his life:   All people are called to this union with Christ, light of the world; we come from Him, we live for Him, we go towards Him (LG3)
The mission of the Church, its duty, begins in the Trinitarian communion, and in the fact of being  the  Body of Christ. ―The  Church is by is nature missionary‖  (AG2), she does not proclaim herself but the gift received from on high.
―The Church (and in it every person) both prays and labors in order that the whole
world may become the People of God, the Body of the Lord and the Temple of the Holy Spirit; and that  in Christ, the Head of all, all honour and glory may be rendered to the Creator and Father of the Universe‖ (LG17)
The content of the mission is the proclamation (good news) of the love of God
through Christ in the Holy Spirit.
The subject of the mission is the community, a ―plural‖ subject, that is made up of
each  personal  subject,  which  becomes  the  ―Church-subject‖  and  which  is  not  the numerical sum of its members. Each member of the People of God shares, as subject, in the mission of leading humanity to the unity which Christ has come to establish.
The Church becomes missionary by giving itself and by giving the presence of the
Spirit which always enlivens it.  Its primary mission is accomplished in the heart of the human realities  of its children, proclaiming to them that they are children of God and exhorting them to live according  to ―the  state of dignity and  freedom proper to the children of God, in whose hearts the Holy Spirit dwells as in His temple. It has for law a new commandment, to love as Christ himself has loved us.  Finally, is has its goal in the Kingdom of God, inaugurated on earth by God Himself, destined to spread out through the ages until it is brought to perfection by Him at the end of time‖ (LG9).

Present in history, the Church shares the road with humanity throughout the centuries. It is the  travelling companion of humanity, no longer with an attitude of conquest or defensiveness, but  with  affection and admiration towards people it  offers itself as a leaven to lead to the fullness of the good that God has sown in her.

The Council‘s theological reflection sees the knowledge that the Church has of God‘s presence in the world, in people‘s actions, in human progress, as not in itself negative. Concern for the world makes it  not and adversary to be fought, but the place, time, condition, in which God reveals Himself in a free and mysterious way.
As Christ has taken upon himself all humanity to reveal to it his true identity as Son
of God, so the Church presents itself to the world as the one for whom ―the joys and the hopes, the grief and the anxieties of the people of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these too are the joys and hopes, the grief and anxieties of the followers of Christ. Indeed, nothing genuinely  human fails to raise an echo  in their hearts‖. (GS1)
The Church is the experience of people who journey, conscious that, in the mystery of
love, ―  it has pleased God to make people holy and save them not merely as individuals without any  mutual bonds, but by making them into a single people, a people which acknowledges Him in truth and serves Him in holiness‖ (LG9)
The new identity as children of God and as a people which lives the Trinitarian
communion, allows each member of the whole Church to establish new relationships, to regard people as God regards them in his loving plan.
II.  IDENTITY OF THE LAYPERSON.

The theological reflection on the laity was presented by the Council in different texts, notably   chapter   IV   of   Lumen   Gentium   (nos.   30-38),   the   Decree   Apostolicam Actuositatem,  and  Gaudium et  Spes,  the Pastoral Constitution on the  Church  in  the Modern World.

From these texts there emerges, besides doctrinal statements, a new image of the Church which reflects on itself in relation to the world and entrusts to the laity a specific duty in the realization of its mission. It is evident that the self-understanding of the laity or  rather  the  theological  reflection  on  Christian  lay  people,  follows  on  the  self- understanding of the Church.  The new identity of the Church leads to the recognition in the laity of a special area of competence, the secular reality, and a ―power‖ based on the common belonging of all to the People of God in virtue of Baptism.

1. Secular character

The identity of the lay person and his/her special mission in the Church flows from the Christian  newness brought about by Baptism.  By this sacrament we are reborn to a new life, grafted to Christ, vivified by the power of the Spirit.  We proclaim salvation, hope and love.
As baptized, we are all children of God; but the modality of living it is different for
lay  people  than  for  presbyters  and  religious.	This  modality  is  not  accessory  nor secondary but proper and particular to the layperson; it is his/her intimate nature which is to be secular.
― The secular character is proper and particular to lay people‖.
In no. 31 of Lumen Gentium, the Council Fathers affirm that ―the term laity is here understood to  mean all the faithful except those in holy orders and those in a religious state sanctioned by the Church.  These faithful are by Baptism made one body with Christ and are established among the People of God.  They are in their own way made sharers in the priestly, prophetic, and kingly functions of Christ.  They carry out their own part in the mission of the whole Christian people with respect to the Church and the world.
After the first negative definition which indicates what they are not (neither priests nor religious), lay people are defined as the faithful incorporated in Christ by Baptism.  It is thus through Baptism that lay people receive their identity and mission in the Church; through Baptism they participate in the three  messianic ―munera‖  (priestly, prophetic, royal) in a particular and original way which is the secular way.

a)  The priestly function of which one speak is ―spiritual‖ in the strict and proper sense of the word: to offer one‘s concrete daily life to the Father in the spirit which animated Christ himself in the offering  of  himself. All their deeds, their prayers and apostolic activities, their work and family life, if they  are  carried out in the Spirit, become a spiritual sacrifice agreeable to God.  The vital priestly dimension appears clearly: to act righteously in all life situations leads the world to its fulfilment.

b)  The prophetic function coincides with witness.
It is realized by lay people through the gift of speaking of their own faith experience, by proclaiming in their own lives, the marvels that the Lord has wrought.  It is a witness strong in hope that the lay person brings to the world when he/she sees suffering as the occasion in which God mysteriously reveals his presence. ―  The laity show themselves to be children of the promise, if, strong in faith and  hope, they make the most of the present time and with patience await the glory that is to come.  Let them not, then, hide this hope in the depths of their hearts, but even in the framework of secular life let them express it by a continual turning towards God‖ (LG 35).
To be a prophet means to be a witness to the faith which has been handed down to us, understanding its doctrinal aspects and actualizing it in life and word.
The seriousness of the prophetic duty involves the need to be prepared in teaching and knowledge.   The study of theology is obligatory on lay people so as to overcome
ignorance and incompetence.

c)  The royal function exercised by lay people is properly that of the baptized who have the freedom of the Children of God.  For them ―to serve is to reign‖ (LG36), according to the logic of Christ for  whom  the greatest strength was that of giving himself to humanity in the power of love.
Service,  freedom and  kingship  are  the  aspects  which  overlap  and  constitute the condition of  those who  belong  to the kingdom of Christ. The lay faithful put  this condition into  practice firstly  by confronting themselves in the daily effort  at  self- determination  and  with  regard  to  created   reality  when  they  recognize  in  it  the manifestation of the glory of God.

It is not for the laity, therefore, to set a value on these realities for, as the works of God, they are already constituted as ―good‖.  The duty of lay people is to recognize the goodness of creation which orders these works in such a way through the members of the Church Christ will progressively  illumine the whole of human society with his saving light‖ (LG36).  The saving action of Christ becomes real from within society by the lay faithful called to reveal the definitive and ultimate meaning of created reality.
Lay people are invested with the duty of being a bridge between the world and the Church  by  their  immersion  in  earthly realities  and  living  their  human activities  in openness to the Lordship of God.
To be a ―bridge‖ between the Church and World, between the economy of creation
and the economy of redemption, it is necessary that the adult Christian be a person of our time, active and responsible, open to the richness of experience that the world can offer, but grounded in the proclamation of Christian newness.

2. Lay people and the mission of the church

The secular dimension, while pertaining to the whole Church as to each of the faithful (cleric,  religious,  lay) called to build up the Body of Christ in the world, is realized, however, in a special way by lay people.  The message of salvation is indeed addressed to the whole world and it is precisely there,  in the world and through the things of the world, that the lay faithful respond to the call of God and are witnesses of His presence, incarnating in their lives the task of revealing God.
―By their very vocation, the laity seek the kingdom of God by engaging in temporal affairs and by ordering them according to the plan of God.  They live in the world, that is, in each and in all of the secular professions and occupations.  They live in the ordinary circumstances and social life which the very web of their existence is woven‖ (LG 31).

a.  ―Being lay‖ as a specific theological ―place‖6

There is an important message in the Council:  the world is not a place, a space, nor a means of sanctification, but the means of living the dignity of the Children of God in the midst of the most hidden miseries of the humanity that Christ has taken to himself.
Lay people in their ordinary activities (work, friendships, pleasure in knowing and learning,  free-time of rest and sport, politics and economic affairs, etc.) witness to the extraordinary in  life and  realize the perfection of charity.	In this sense we read  in Christifideles laici that ―the secular character of the lay faithful is to be defined not only in the  sociological sense but especially in a theological sense‖ (CFL 15), that is a sign and revelation of the creative and redemptive activity of God.
This is what the Council affirmed when it said that the laity are called by God so that by exercising their proper function and being led by the spirit of the gospel they can work for the sanctification of the world from within, in the manner of leaven.  In this way they can make Christ known to others,  especially by the testimony of a life resplendent in faith, hope and charity.  The lay person is closely involved in temporal affairs of every sort.  It is there for his/her special task to illumine and organize these affairs in such a way that they may always start out, develop and persist according to Christ‘s mind, to the praise of the Creator and the Redeemer (LG31)
The universal call to holiness is made concrete in the diversity and variety of the members  of  the  Church  which  recognizes  in  the  lay  state  one  of  its  fundamental characteristics.

b)  Competence of lay people

Lay people are ―competent‖ in the questions of ordinary life (marriage, family, human culture, political life, economics, etc.).  It is through them that the Church is in a special way present there.
In these sectors, the laity act as leaders and the Church must rely on those who live in
the world, are versed in different institutions and specialties, and grasp their innermost significance in the eyes of both believers and unbelievers.
With the help of the Holy Spirit it is the task of the entire People of God, especially pastors and  theologians, to hear, distinguish and interpret the many vo ices of our age
(GS44)

For the Church, listening to the world is not limited to a reference to method and language but through them she means to welcome the newness, the hopes, the needs and the presence of God which is at work in all things.



6  The « state » of being lay is a specific way designed by God to live the vital relationship with Him
(theological)
In the  Apostolic  Exhortation Evangelii  Nuntiandi,  Paul VI,  speaking  of the  laity, wrote: ―Their  own field of evangelizing activity is the vast and complicated world of politics, society and economics, but also the world of culture, of the sciences and the arts, of international life, of the mass media.  It also includes other realities which are open to evangelization,  such  as  human  love,  the  family,  the   education  of  children  and adolescents, professional work, suffering.  The more Gospel-inspired lay people there are engaged in these realities, clearly involved in them, competent to promote them and conscious that they must exercise to the full their Christian powers which are often buried and suffocated, the more these realities will be at the service of the Kingdom o f God and therefore of salvation in Jesus Christ.‖

3. Lay people and pastors in the mission of the church.

Having strongly confirmed and furthered the participation of lay people in the mission of the Church, the Council studies more deeply their autonomy and their relationship to the Hierarchy in no. 37 of Lumen Gentium.
This relationship  is defined and articulated on the theological basis of equality in dignity of the Children of God and diversity of function.  It is a question of rights and obligations.
―Lay people have the right, as do all the faithful, to receive in abundance the spiritual
goods of the Church, especially the assistance of the Word of God and the Sacraments. The lay people make known to their pastors their needs and desire with that liberty and confidence which belongs to the Children of God and brothers in Christ‖.
From the right to receive one passes to the right-duty to give their advice on that which
concerns the good of the Church, not in a partisan or arbitrary way, but ―according to the knowledge, competence and authority which they enjoy‖.   This must be realized ―always with respect for truth, with courage and prudence, and with the respect and charity due to those who, because of their sacred  function,  represent Christ‖.  To make known their advice represents  for  lay people the true way of  living  their  faith,  expressing  it  by holiness of life and effective competence.

The duties of pastors are also  presented: ―they should recognize and promote the dignity and responsibility of lay people in the Church, gladly make use of their prudent advice, assign to them  posts  of confidence in the service of the Church, grant them freedom of action and an area to  exercise it, and even to encourage them to undertake tasks on their  own initiative. They should also  consider, with  fatherly attention and affection in Christ, the projects, demands and desires put forward by lay people‖.

Hierarchy and Laity are thus associated in the mission of the Church which ―is  not merely to bring to humanity the message of Christ and his grace, but also to penetrate and to perfect the temporal order with the spirit of the Gospel‖ (AA5). In certain areas of life, without the laity, the Gospel of salvation cannot reach people. None the less, one should not forget that this mission is realized in the whole Church in diverse and complementary ways.
―Her pastors must clearly state the principles concerning the purpose of creation and
the use of temporal things, and must make available the moral and spiritual aids by which
the temporal order can be restored to Christ. The Laity must take on the renewal of the temporal order  as their own special obligation. Led by the light of the gospel and the mind  of  the  Church,  and   motivated  by  Christian  love,  let  them  act  directly  and definitively in the temporal sphere. As citizens they must cooperate with other citizens, using their own particular skills and acting on their own responsibility. Everywhere and in all things they must seek the justice characteristic of God‘s kingdom‖ (AA7).
The close relationship between lay people and pastors shows that the participation in the mission of the Church does not depend on belonging to a category of persons but on belonging to Jesus Christ.

4. Lay spirituality

The particularity of lay people is made clear in an original and fruitful way not only at the  level of the  apostolate but  at  that  of spirituality,  one  no  longer  borrowed  from religious.
Lay Christians are called to be on the watch for the breath of the Spirit which makes
the Word of God living and effective.
Their ―life in the Spirit‖ (or spirituality) has  specific connotations.

§ It is characterized above all by service and apostolic co-responsibility which takes human history seriously, living it as the daily place of sanctification. The today of God is in our concrete lives, our day-to-day is the ―hour‖ of God, the today of salvation. Secular involvement, however, does not consist in living the faith by consecrating the world, but in living in the world according to the Spirit-mission proper to the People of God.
§ It is Christ-like in the sense that it flows from sharing in the priesthood, prophecy and
kingship of Christ in the Church.
§ It is Charismatic: it is founded in the inner freedom of the Spirit which continually
offers new life.
§ It is Evangelic: in the spirit of the Beatitudes, lay people are not prisoners of the logic
and wisdom of the world, but they make of their life and ―path‖  the arena for the
virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude an temperance.
§ It  is  Wisdom:  by  its  dual  belonging  to  the  ecclesial  community  and  the  human community, as  such it brings together the demands of divine revelation and human reason.

Gaudium et Spes denounces the grave error of separating daily life from the life of faith:
―They are mistaken who, knowing that we have here no abiding city but seek one which
is to come, think that they may therefore shirk their earthly responsibilities. For they are forgetting that by the faith itself they are more than ever obliged to measure up to these duties, each according to his proper vocation(…) This split between the faith which many profess and their daily lives deserves to be counted among the more serious errors of our age (…) The Christian who neglects his temporal duties  neglects his duties toward his neighbour and even God, and jeopardizes his eternal salvation‖ (GS 43).
Such is the vocation and spirituality of the lay person: to seek the Kingdom of God and to
be concerned for God‘s concerns.

The  Christian  lay  person  is  called  by  the  Church  to  be  capable  of  expecting  and welcoming the  new and unheard of in the Spirit which is always given. Revelation is already fulfilled in Christ. But  not  all the power of the Word has yet been felt, heard, understood and realized.
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THE PROJECT FOR THE INITIAL FORMATION

OF SECULAR FRANCISCANS



The project approved by the Commission and by the Presidency was aimed at reaching the following objectives:
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   To  Prepare a  UNIFIED  AND  HOMOGENEOUS  INITIAL  FORMATION  PROJECT  to be offered to, and be used by, the OFS Formators in the whole world, covering all the essential fundamental elements which must characterize secular Franciscans to be recognized as such, wherever they are, by their ―being‖ and their formation, and not so much because they simply wear a Tau or practice Franciscan devotions or frequent Franciscan Churches.
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   To Form CONTINENTAL or NATIONAL FORMATORS who, in turn, will establish similar INITIAL FORMATION programs for regional and/or local formators, by implementing all the necessary  cultural adaptations, without altering or betraying the spirit and the letter of the International program.
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   To Develop the project by preparing a well organized plan of studies and spiritual formation, which should be codified into a manual and/or a series of studying and prayer aids.
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   To Develop a concrete COURSE OF FORMATION FOR FORMATORS FOR THE INITIAL FORMATION (no more than 25-30 persons per course) to be carried out in Rome. Such formators, designated by the National Fraternities, are to reproduce the same courses in their own countries for the regional/local Formators.
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   Accompany the first  courses of the newly formed  formators, in their Nations or regions,  by  assisting  them  in  preparing  their  courses  and  assuring  the  physical presence of one commission member, always in close collaboration with the locally elected persons responsible for formation.



THE OBJECTIVE OF THE COURSES has been, and is, to shape up a well delineated program to achieve the three following goals:

1.  Authentically live a true LIFE OF FRATERNITY
2.  Deeply live a true LIFE OF PERSONAL AND COMMON PRAYER
3.  Lead an intense LIFE OF STUDY

LIFE OF FRATERNITY AND LIFE OF PRAYER
PRAYER  has  to  be  an  essential  part  of the  program allowing  communal prayer  and individual spaces for meditation and contemplation.
The fundamental elements of the Course have to be lived and implemented by creating suitable spaces dedicated to individual, collective and liturgical prayer.
By sharing experiences and living together during one whole week (or less according to the particular situations), the participants have a formidable opportunity to form a true,
though temporary, Fraternity.
The course has to be an authentic  SCHOOL OF FRATERNITY.
A true spirit of simplicity and openness in our mutual approach must characterize the
Courses.
We have to learn how to transmit to one another a strongly contagious enthusiasm (a true seraphic fire) to pass this fire of love, joy and belonging on to the others when we return to our homes.

SESSIONS TO EXCHANGE experiences, reactions, self and cross evaluation in the style of
James‘s letter (5, 16) will also be very important.
It would also be useful to be able to count on a SPIRITUAL TUTOR for the duration of the course.

We have to approach the course with the understanding that formation is not only the learning of doctrinal subjects (although essential).
We need to be formed in essential values that can be learned only by living them. The spirit of prayer and contemplation cannot be learned from books.
The living spirit of Fraternity cannot be learned from books.
The perfection of love cannot be learned from books.
Study will help us learn about the ―models‖. It will offer all the essential background of
formation but the living experience is something else. And this ―something  else‖  will
have to be strongly present in our courses.



LIFE OF STUDY

Holiness is not a synonym of erudition but a sharing into God‘s life and holiness, and God gives to his beloved whatever he wants when they sleep (Ps 127). In any case, while endeavouring unceasingly with  all  our strength to grow in prayer, contemplation and holiness, by accepting and using God‘s grace,  we have a fundamental obligation to study, as art. 9 of the GG.CC. recites.
We should never forget that the Church expects us to fulfil our mission to be at the
forefront of its action in the world.
We are an instrument of the Church and, because of this, we have to keep constantly
abreast with its Magisterium and its breath.

It is important to re-underline that this course is supposed to be a course for formators
and not for each and every Secular Franciscan in the world.
Formators will have to be specially prepared persons who, subsequently, will have to use their best judgement to adapt and to offer whatever their brothers and sisters locally need, making sure they offer, at least, the absolutely essential rudiments to become, be and be recognized as true secular Franciscans, throughout the world.

DOCTRINAL COURSE
(LIFE OF STUDY)



From a general point of view, the Course should consist of three main sections, preceded by an introduction:



INTRODUCTION: VOCATION, MISSION, CHARISM

1.  FUNDAMENTAL ELEMENTS OF CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE

2.  FUNDAMENTAL ELEMENTS OF FRANCISCANISM:
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   St. Francis life, spirituality and legacy. Knowing Francis through his writings and his biographies
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   FRANCISCAN SPIRITUALITY AND HISTORY OF THE FRANCISCAN FAMILY

3.  FUNDAMENTAL  ELEMENTS  AND  SPECIFICITIES  OF  THE  OFS NATURE,  IDENTITY, VOCATION, MISSION AND CHARISM, IN THE BROADER CONTEXT OF THE FRANCISCAN FAMILY AND OF THE CHURCH.

These are the three indispensable sections presented in a logical sequence.

However, for this specific Course for Formators, under the present circumstances, we should privilege  the full development of SECTION 3, possibly by starting the course with this Section.
The reason is that, almost everywhere, it is possible to have access to some acceptable
teaching of Christian Doctrine and, to some extent, of Franciscanism, whereas gross deficiencies, just about everywhere, exist on the specifics regarding the OFS.

In the following section we propose a ―project‖ on how to develop a complete course for Formators, on  the basis of which the Formators will then have to organize, with the necessary adaptations, the  courses that they will have to reproduce in their national, regional and local Fraternities.
We draw your attention to the fact that the lessons contained in this first version of the
manual do not cover all the subjects treated in the ―global project‖. They correspond to the teachings offered in the courses held in Rome in 2006 and 2007 and in the various national  Fraternities who  requested the Presidency to  reproduce the courses  in their countries. These lessons were single out by the Formation Commission, in accordance with the principles explained above, as the most essential, under the present conditions of the Order, also taking into consideration the time constraints (the Rome  Course lasted only seven days) which characterize our secular state of life.
Other lessons will follow in time so as to cover the other essential topics which have not
yet been treated.
THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE COURSE



GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS



Our courses cannot be, for obvious reasons, extended, systematic, and comprehensive courses of theology and doctrine. Nonetheless, they will have to offer all the absolutely necessary elements of Christian doctrine and of Franciscan and secular spirituality which will allow all Secular  Franciscans to understand what means to be a Christian, a Franciscan and a members of a lay and secular Order of the Church, who have made a perpetual Profession (a true form of consecration),  fully  aware of their  mission and capable of accomplishing it in the Church and in the world.
At the end of the Courses, it is necessary, on the basis of what is proposed in this Manual and of the texts locally available, to give sufficient indications and to propose adequate  additional  texts  to  allow  the  formators  to  further  study  and  deepen  the knowledge of the matters of the Course.

Much too often, we have in our Fraternities ―pious‖ brothers and sisters who are not at all familiar with Sacred Scriptures. Too many of our brothers and sisters have foggy ideas on the Magisterium of the Church. The brothers and the sisters who have a true command of clear, precise and well defined Christian doctrine are very rare. Things do not improve when we speak of the doctrine on laity and on the Association of Faithful in the Church.
We are not trying to say that secular Franciscans have to be professors of theology, however,  it  is  essential that  secular  Franciscans  are sufficiently prepared  be  faithful interpreter of the Church mission, at the forefront of its apostolic action (as members of a Public Association of Faithful we receive a mission in nomine Ecclesiae, in the name of the Church).
It is, therefore, essential that all the elements of formation which our brothers and
sisters have to receive be clear, exact, comprehensive and, at the very least, sufficient, though necessarily concise.

Much  too  often  have  we  heard  the  objection  that  the  characterizing  features  of Franciscanism are simplicity, humility … and in the final analysis, a disguised refusal of erudition. These affirmations  need to be qualified and, in any case, these Franciscan characteristics must not be confused with the ignorance of our Faith and of Revelation!
Saint Francis was not a theologian; he was simple, humble and used to define himself
―idiot‖, but! … what a profound understanding he had of Faith and of theology !!!
This was the result of his unceasing prayer, his intense frequentation of the Holy Scriptures, of his living liturgical experience, his extremely intense Eucharistic life, of his deep mystical union, of his continuous doctrinal verification which, in his great humility, he sought from the wiser and more learned ones, when he felt he was not grasping the complete sense of Scriptures.
This is the model we have to follow !
The national and regional Formators will have to receive a theological and doctrinal formation well  above the average and will have to be able to wisely adapt and choose, together with the  local  formators, what  is  needed and what  can be proposed to  the brothers and sisters in the regional and local Fraternities.

Obviously as we move toward the local levels, where the Order concretely lives, only the brothers  and  the sisters who are responsible for the local formation, together with their local spiritual assistants, will be in a position to evaluate the quality of the vocation of a specific person, of his/her dedication,  personal commitment and of all those other elements which may often be more important than the formal doctrinal preparation itself.



In any case, we must do everything possible so as to raise the level and the quality of local formation, both spiritual and doctrinal, reaching each and every brother and sister of each Fraternity of the Order in the whole world.

Moreover, we will have to work with strong conviction and in close collaboration with all National Fraternities for the creation, wherever this is possible, of ―lay novitiates‖, by regrouping  as  many  Fraternities  as  possible,  to  share  the  same  program of  INITIAL FORMATION, and to enable the largest number of brothers and sisters to benefit from the best possible resources available in their areas (GG.CC. 40.1).

IMPORTANT RECOMMENDATIONS

§	The various sections of the Courses will have to  be developed  in a  sufficient number of sessions, each lasting not less than 2-3 days. The sessions should not be too  spaced between  them,  not to  lose the continuity effect  of teaching and learning.

§	The participants in the course should be no more than 20-25. A larger number would  make  it  impossible  to  establish  a  true  interpersonal  dialogue  and  the development  of  a  true  fraternal  sharing  among  the  participants  and  with  the formator.

§	It  is  essential  that  all  formators,  at  the  end  of  each  session  of  the  course, personally engage in the study of the lessons, by expanding as deeply as possible into their content and  studying the additional suggested readings, until what they have received becomes fully ―appropriated‖ by them.

§	It is evident that the longer the participants in the Courses will be able to effectively
“live  together”,  the  better  will  be  the  quality  of  mutual  integration  and  the
―formation‖ to a life of Prayer and Fraternity among those who are being formed
and between them and the formators.

§	We suggest to take up again in all sessions the subjects treated in the previous sessions and to dedicate some sessions to the “reproduction” of the lessons by the
participants, individually, in order to evaluate their level of assimilation of the topics and their  ability to ―re-transmit‖  the teachings that have been received, to those who will have to be formed in their Fraternities.

THE INTRODUCTORY LESSON



Before  starting  the  Course  with  specific  doctrinal  subjects,  it  is  important  to understand what is a vocation and its correct discernment, as well as all its implications and consequences.

For this reason, the opening subject will have to be:

VOCATION, MISSION AND CHARISM:
Elements of theology of vocation, mission and charism

VOCATION precedes formation.
Initial  Formation  must  favour  a  true  discernment  and,  subsequently,  allow  a  full
development of the vocation. Our vocation is not a generic one but is specific to serve in the Franciscan ―way‖.

A vocation is a call to a MISSION, a way to shape our life according to God‟s projects

for each of us.


If our vocation is a Franciscan one, our Mission is the mission entrusted to St. Francis and, through him, to the entire Franciscan Family: go and repair my house…

A mission requires instruments to implement it: God provides His gifts, the CHARISMS, to those who accept his call for the mission, to accomplish the mission.
Our fundamental Charism to fulfil the mission is the CHARISM OF ST. FRANCIS himself.



This INTRODUCTION, should be developed around the following themes: VOCATION – DISCERNMENT
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   Vocation to life: inside this irrevocable and fully comprehensive vocation is contained the entire God‘s project on each one of us.
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   Progressive clarification of God‘s project in our life: as we grow, the further
specifications of our vocation become evident.
Vocation to be in communion with God
Christian Vocation
Lay or priestly vocation – discernment
Religious or secular vocation – discernment
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Vocation to a mission (general and specific) – discernment

MISSION

Every single human being has a mission
What is my mission in life or what is the mission of my life? Vocation-Mission-Charism: three aspect of the same project God asks and provides
Mission-vocation of St. Francis and of his Family
If the Franciscan vocation is authentic the mission cannot be but one
Specific mission within the more general Franciscan mission
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Identify oneself with the mission

CHARISM
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A ―living‖ gift to accept and not a matter to study General concepts on charisms: gifts to serve Personal charisms
―Founder‖ Charism and Charism of a founder
Charism of an Institute
Charism for the mission
SanFranciscan charism and Franciscan charism Transmission of the Charism of a founder Profession and Charism
Develop the awareness of having truly received the Charism
Allowing the Charism to guide us
Integration of the Charism with one‘s own charisms
Spirituality and Charism: they are not the same thing but spirituality is largely a result of the Charism

Once these fundamental elements have been understood and digested, we will be able to proceed to fully comprehend if our vocation is truly Franciscan.
Determining one‘s true Franciscan vocation (follow Christ, in the footsteps of S. Francis of Assisi and make present the Charism of the common seraphic Father in the life and
mission of the Church) is possible only if
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we have a full understanding of what vocation is;
we get to know, in reasonable depth, St. Francis, his life, his writings, his ―style‖, his mission, his  Family and, in our case, the specific branch of this Family that is the OFS;
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we confirm that this is, in fact, what we believe we want and accept to be and do.


THE THREE MAIN SECTIONS OF THE DOCTRINAL COURSE





SECTION 1



FUNDAMENTAL ELEMENTS OF CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE




PROPOSED SUBJECTS



HOLY SCRIPTURES

A basic knowledge and understanding of the Holy Scriptures is absolutely essential.
When candidates approach  local Fraternities,  most  of the times,  they hardly  have a sufficient knowledge of the Scriptures, nor local Fraternities usually have the means and the time to offer such formation.

The course should offer at least the following elements:

§	Structure of the Sacred Books,
§	Approach to the study - Methodology,
§	Study of the essential elements of History of Salvation,
§	Lectio divina.

To the extent possible, it would important to study, in some detail, at least

§	one of the four Gospels,
§	fundamental elements of Pauline doctrine.
§	the Psalms.


More detailed programs can be defined with the help of available local experts.



TRINITARIAN THEOLOGY / CHRISTOLOGY
There is a widespread and resistant ignorance about the Holy Trinity in general, but also in our Order,  despite the fact that St. Francis was a true and ardent worshipper of the Holy Trinity.
There is a lot of confusion on many aspects of theology and on how Saint Francis lived it.
A comprehension  of the  basic  elements  of Trinitarian  Revelation  and  of  how  saint Francis lived it  could allow us to live more maturely our relationship with God, in the footsteps of Francis.
A simple but correct preparation in Trinitarian Theology is therefore essential to help us
discover the ―true‖ Francis, and allow us to follow his example and life.



LITURGY / SACRAMENTAL THEOLOGY

Very few have clear ideas of what Liturgy and the Sacraments really are. It is essential to offer clear  elements for secular  Franciscans to understand  and,  most of all,  live the Liturgy for what it represents and realizes.

ECCLESIOLOGY

What is the Church?
What is the People of God (total and communion ecclesiology, baptismal ontology of grace)?
Place and role of lay faithful: theology of laity
Doctrine of the Association of Faithful: the OFS, a public association of faithful.
This section may prove to be extremely important  to  grow in the awareness of our ecclesial role as individual secular Franciscans and as an Order.

MARIOLOGY

Our love for Mary the Mother of Jesus is generally authentic but, too often, it is confined to the strictly devotional dimension.
We should get a much better knowledge and understanding of the greatness of Mary, her
role in God‘s economy of salvation and her role in our life so as to enhance and deepen
our love for Her and keep Her as the authentic protector and advocate of our Order.

CANON LAW (Salus animarum suprema lex = the supreme law is the salvation of souls
Can. 1752)

Articles 4 to  6 of our General Constitutions recite that the  OFS is governed by the universal law of the Church, and by its own: the Rule, the Constitutions, the Ritual, and the particular  statutes  and  give   further  specifications  on  the  meaning  of  the  General Constitutions and of Statutes. Reference is made to several articles of the Canon Law in the whole body of the General Constitutions.
In order to fully understand what the OFS is and represents in the Church, we should have a minimum knowledge about what Church Law is and have some ideas on the canons that speak about us (215, 298-327 etc).
Some basic notions would also be useful to explain the fact that the OFS, though a true
Public Association of Faithful (PAF) in the Church, goes beyond the definitions provided for PAFs and Third Orders (can. 303). Its existence since the early 13th century, its birth from a Founder (St. Francis himself) and his historical vicissitudes render it a unique body in the Church and in the Franciscan Family. The Holy Father himself in his address to the
General Chapter on November 22, 2002 defined the OFS ―uno e unico‖, ONE AND UNIQUE.

Recent events have shown how important it is, at least for some of us, to have some familiarity with Church law and how this can improve and let mature in the Order a greater and deeper sense of Church belonging and rooting in a true dimension of autonomy.
The knowledge of our being an autonomous subject of rights and duties in the Church will
help  us  to  take  ourselves  more  seriously  (celebration  of  chapters,  canonical  visits, compliance with our proper law, taking up of responsibility, clear definition of the nature and extent of authority in the Order etc.) and have others also take us more seriously.




SECTION 2



FUNDAMENTAL ELEMENTS OF FRANCISCANISM




PROPOSED SUBJECTS
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              Life of St. Francis, his spirituality and legacy. Knowing Francis through his writings and his biographies
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              FRANCISCAN SPIRITUALITY
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HISTORY OF THE FRANCISCAN FAMILY

In this area there are many, many books. Perhaps too many.
We should make an accurate and wise selection to offer the best available texts for the
attention of Formators.
Spiritual assistants may help us a great deal, at a local level, but… not all countries are the
same and not in all countries there is a uniform way of thinking about many elements of the
Franciscan and ―Saint-Franciscan‖ spirituality.

Some of the essential elements to include in the course are:
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   Basic course on ST. FRANCIS‘ WRITINGS, expanding on some ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF SANFRANCISCAN SPIRITUALITY.
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   In-depth study of one or two basic BIOGRAPHIES OF ST FRANCIS. file_70.png
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  The life and spirit of ST. CLARE
file_72.png

file_73.wmf

   The life and spirit of ST. ELISABETH OF HUNGARY and ST. LOUIS
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   Basic course of FRANCISCAN HISTORY AND SPIRITUALITY
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OFS saints throughout the centuries
SECTION 3



SPECIFIC AND FUNDAMENTAL ELEMENTS ON THE SECULAR FRANCISCAN ORDER



The THIRD SECTION will have deal with very specific subjects which are not easily found in comprehensive, systematic and exhaustive format in the texts presently available.

This section will have to be offered possibly by secular Franciscans.
In fact, having to deal with OFS specificities, we, the OFS members, are the only ones who,  in the  Family,  live  in the  secular  state and  fully experience all the  blessings, contradictions, hardships and involvements of our secularity. We are the ones who have to reflect on our own vocation, nature and  identity and offer a credible, convinced and competent presentation of the doctrine and life that define us, secular Franciscans.

PROPOSED SUBJECTS

THE FRANCISCAN FAMILY
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   GOD‘S PROJECT: Francis, the first, and the founder, of many brothers and sisters called to fill the  world  with the Gospel and, specifically, repair the Church, the Body of Christ. The new and humble people, requested by Jesus to the Father, who by their humility and poverty would be unlike  all others who preceded them, and would be content to have Jesus alone (The Assisi Compilation [Legend of Perugia] 101)
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   STATES OF LIFE: in different ways and forms but in reciprocal life-giving communion. file_82.png

file_83.wmf

  MISSION OF THE ENTIRE FAMILY: make present the Charism of the common seraphic
Father S. Francis, i.e., with the living Charism to repair the Church.
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   THREE   STATES   AND   WAYS:  apostolic  male   religious   for  the  world;  female contemplative religious offering themselves for the life of the world and in prayerful union and praise with the entire family; seculars in the world for the world.
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   FRANCISCAN  TRILOGY: funiculus triplex difficile rumpitur (A three-ply cord is not easily broken), Ecclesiastes 4, 12.
Parts of the same body: eiusdem corporis membra existents (The three Franciscan
Orders exist as members of the same body - Urban IV, Bull Spiritus Domini 15 May
1263).7
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   HISTORY OF THE FRANCISCAN MOVEMENT and FAMILY throughout the centuries


7  A. Boni OFM, Tres Ordines Hic Ordinat, Ed. Porziuncola, Introduction and page 169

THE OFS

PROFESSION (Promise of Evangelical Life)
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Individual commitment-consecration with Jesus Christ
Solemn, public and perpetual commitment
Theological value and nature of Profession and consecratory dimension
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Commitment to implement the Profession in an OFS Fraternity according to the form of life indicated by the Rule
Obedience to the whole Rule
Rule, form of life, of my life. Allowing the Rule to shape us into its form. If our vocation is  authentic the Rule contains God‘s project for us and by accomplishing God‘s project we realise the universal call to Holiness: perfection of love.

NATURE OF THE OFS
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   Determined by the Church and not a matter for individual brothers to change to one‘s
own liking.
file_96.png



file_97.wmf

Public Association of Faithful. Doctrine on Public Association of Faithful. Peculiarity and uniqueness of OFS as an association of faithful.
Is it truly a third Order, according to Can. 303? Or is it something more or something different? The Holy Father Message to the 2002 Chapter: the OFS is one and unique.
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   Foundation of the Order by the common Founder of the Family, St. Francis, and not by the First Order.
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   Elements of Canon Law to better understand the Order: Universal Law and Proper
Law.
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   Missio in nomine Ecclesiae (Mission to be performed in the name of the Church): what  does  the  Church  expects  from  us  Franciscans  and  Secular  Franciscans  in particular?
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   Church and Pontifical Magisterium on the OFS IDENTITY
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   History of the OFS: what and how we were and what and how we are today and what and how we should be.
Who, and what, am I as a Secular Franciscan?
The Rule and the determining elements of our identity.
Awareness of belonging to a body, the OFS, and its consequences.
Sense of belonging vs. anarchy and self determination.
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What makes us ―Franciscan‖?
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         Not the fact of being good persons or good Christians: all human being and all baptized must be so.
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Striving to reach the perfection of love? All baptized receive this identical call.
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         Frequenting Franciscan places and people or loving and admiring St. Francis and the Franciscan religious? Anybody can do so without professing the Rule.
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Franciscan ―way‖, Franciscan radicality in following the Gospel.
Understanding and implementing what the Church expects from us. Contrast between what the Church has been expecting from us for centuries and what we have really done.
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   Secular Franciscan:  for  many people this terminology is  incomprehensible.  Is  it because it  is  difficult, outdated or simply because we are largely ―invisible‖  and practically irrelevant, non-influent?
The syndrome of ―weak belonging‖: to the Church, to the Order.
The misunderstanding: we are something like friars but not quite.
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Are we true Franciscans in our own right? Or are we the laity of the first Order? Interaction in the Family.





THIS IS THE IDEAL PROGRAM FOR FORMATORS
to personally complete, assimilate, and deeply live, to then propose it to those who will have to be formed in the local Fraternities, in whatever forms it is realistically possible.

There is an acute need for well-formed formators who will be able to transmit, with passion,  knowledge and doctrine to the brothers and the sisters, and to infuse in them confidence, enthusiasm and love for a holy life.
These are the elements which must characterize formation and which correspond to the
expectations of the Church and of the entire Franciscan Family, who look forward to receiving from us a decisive contribution for the ―mission‖.
In this connection, I wish to recall some passages of the speech delivered by Fr. José
Rodríguez Carballo OFM, Minister General, on the occasion of the Pastoral visit to the
OFS International Presidency in November 2005, and which evidently was addressed to the entire Order:

“The OFS has a great mission in the Church, a reason to live and offer your vocation, by taking up a concrete engagement, in keeping with your secularity. It is necessary to: Assume the past with gratitude,
Live the present with passion,
Prepare the future with much confidence.
A Franciscan without passion had better leave.
We must be very careful and wakeful to be prophets today.
I only ask that, wherever you are, rather than listening to what you say, people may realize that you are different. It is absolutely urgent to set about a new course.”

Once formed the formators, then, it is necessary to form those who come to be formed.
At this point we will need all the intuition and ability of the formators to understand how and what they can pass on of what they have received.
Formators will have to be persons of great balance, capable of evaluating their own choices always on the basis of concrete reality, in spirit of love. In fact, there are many
simple persons of little culture who have the most beautiful vocations and who live the charism more deeply than others who are more culturally gifted. It is necessary, therefore,
that the formator is capable, in all humility, to work a ―personal d iscernment‖ on what
and how, to offer to the candidates, in their initial formation, according to their specific
characteristics.

In any case, as we have said several times, it is absolutely essential to offer  all the fundamental  elements on Faith, Franciscan Vocation and on the Secular Franciscan Order  in  an  accessible  and   understandable  manner  without  yielding  to  the temptation of academism and of simply transmitting notions. There is always a way to transmit such basic contents to all kinds of people without renouncing to anything, by adopting from time to time, the language and the form which are suitable for the purpose. This is the great challenge of all formators.

It is clear, however, that we can no longer afford to accept programs which settle for the bare smattering of notions to enter the Order, though seasoned with a healthy pinch of
―Franciscan devotions‖.
This is our true risk, that of ―settling for the bare minimum‖. We must, therefore, shun
superficiality, carelessness, living from day to day, lack of adequate preparation and, most of all, we must aim at living what we transmit, and transmit what we live with love and passion.

In  this  connection  we  want  to  clear  the  field  of  another  great  and  widespread misunderstanding on formation.

Formation does not consist in just sending, or having “materials”.
We often confuse formation with the ―formation material‖!
Much too often we deceive ourselves by saying that our formation is poor because we lack
―materials‖. Often times, there may be loads of ―materials‖ and despite this we remain, nonetheless, in a desolating state of mediocrity. There are so many books in circulation! Never, have so many texts, of all kinds and for all tastes, been around as there are today! And yet this has not prevented formation, and not only ours, from remaining at absolutely unsatisfactory levels.

This Manual, without a formator who transmits it with passion and living faith, would be but a bunch of paper sheets with little value.

Formation is, most of all, the transmission of real life, of true experience of living faith.

Formation is the transmission of emotions, vital knowledge, vibrations coming from real living experiences which involve our whole «being».

Formation, therefore, will never coincide with the simple reading of a book, or a manual, no matter how good they may be.
In formation, a number of essential elements are involved such as the availability of mind
and heart of those who are formed, the vibrating experience of the formator, his/her real life testimony and, above all, the presence and the action of the Spirit of Life who is God, and the docility of those who must be lead and filled by His Grace.

Formation must be a contagious ―fire‖ which has to be propagated. A flame cannot be ignited by simply thinking of doing so. We have to touch with an already ignited flame whom or what we want to set on fire.
Let us not forget that we are the children and the brethren of the ―seraphic‖ Father Saint
Francis.  Seraphic  means  ardent,  burning  and,  like  Francis  we  must  ―burn‖  with  an inflamed love for God and for our brothers and sisters and become true ―burning bushes‖, which never die out.

We must become fully aware of the GREATNESS OF OUR VOCATION, of the IMPORTANCE OF THE  MISSION that the Church entrusts to us together with the entire Franciscan Family, and of the  EXTRAORDINARY CHARISM OF SAINT FRANCIS which we receive and have to make present in the Church and in the world.

THE VOCATION, CHARISM AND MISSION OF SECULAR FRANCISCANS



Too often, especially in the past, candidates were admitted into the Order simply “because they were good and pious people” of because they held in great esteem some holy friar or simply because they liked saint Francis.
Often, until today, people ask to enter the Order because they feel lonely or because they need to feel part of a group or simply out of devotion.

Obviously this is not enough. Quite the opposite …


Entering into a “form of life” such as the Franciscan form of life is not just one of the many “optional” decisions we make in our life. It is the result of a very precise call of God to become Franciscan with a very precise purpose.
Becoming Secular Franciscans is, must be, the result of an authentic vocation.
Along with it comes a precise mission, in communion with the entire Franciscan Family,  sustained by  the  very  charism of  Saint  Francis  which  enables  us  to accomplish the mission in our secular state.


It is absolutely  necessary to rediscover and to live to its full extent the vocational dimension of our being members of the Secular Franciscan Order.

It is no longer acceptable to become Secular Franciscans out of devotion or without a true and authentic vocation. In the absence of a real vocation there are many  ways  to  share  in  saint  Francis   spirituality  and  in  our  own  secular Franciscan spirituality, without entering the Order.
THE VOCATION, THE CHARISM, THE MISSION
OF THE SECULAR FRANCISCAN

Benedetto Lino, OFS

VOCATION

It is God who calls.  We are not the ones who choose. Called to Life.
Called to life in Christ.  Acceptance of revelation. Called to Holiness, which is sharing in the Life of God
Called to a state: lay ordained, religious, secular. Called to the Franciscan way.
Discernment of vocation.

CHARISM

Charisms
Charism of the Founder and of the Institute
Charism of Saint Francis
Franciscan   spirituality  (apostolic   religious,   contemplative   religious,   apostolic   lay
secular).
Franciscan Spirituality in its secular expression.

MISSION

―Go Francis repair my house‖ in the Franciscan Trilogy
“Missio in nomine Ecclesiae” in the Public Associations of Christian Faithful
“Make present the charism of Saint Francis in the life and in the mission of the Church
(Rule 1): ―They should be recognized by their ―being‖ from which their mission springs‖
(General Constitutions - 100).
Live in ‗communion‘ with the Church and the world.



THE VOCATION

“I want love, not sacrifices, not offerings, but COMMUNION with ME, says the Lord.”
(Antiphon of Psalm 49, Monday, Week 3, Office of Readings)

It is not possible to speak of vocation without reference to Communion.  Communion is the aim itself of the call of God (the vocation), is the foundation of our hope, the object of our faith (communion with God), the immediate and ultimate accomplishment of the sense of life (love with God and with each other).
Usually, when we speak about ―vocation‖, we refer to the religious vocation of friars, nuns or priests.   At best, someone, though rarely, even speaks about ‗lay  vocation‘, as true vocation.  (NMI 46)

Moreover, I have never seen, texts on vocation considering primarily the ―call to life‖
as the single and all-encompassing, fundamental vocation.
This type of approach is very important because it introduces us into the theme of the
ETERNAL PLAN OF THE FATHER (1 Cor 2:6-10; Rm 16:25-27; Ep 1:3-14; 3:8-12; Col 1:24-
28; Jn 1:1-18 etc) which is the fundamental starting point for all theological reflection on
vocation, in which human existence acquires a full meaning.

St Paul exhorts us strongly in this direction:
“May he enlighten the eyes of your mind so that you can see what hope his call holds for you, how rich is the glory of the heritage he offers among his holy people...‖ because “there is only one hope to which you are called, the one of your vocation”  (Eph 1:18-19;
4:4)

Through Revelation we know that God is Love.
The Father eternally creates all things through the Son, the Eternal Word.  Everything has already been ―thought‖ in the Eternal (only once) and everything subsists in Christ in Eternity. So, we are already, in God, in eternity.
But in order for the love of God to reach his goal (the vital sharing of His life with his
creature [the Other], it is necessary for the creature to exist (ex-sistere = to be outside) for him/herself, self-defining him/herself and expressing a personal will which can originate only from his/her free otherness and not from God Himself.
This is the presupposition of love: the encounter of two personal, and hence different,
wills who wish their mutual good and desire to share the same intimacy of life in its fullness (communion).
We are called, then, to come out from the ―thought‖ of God (in which we are since eternity) to exist for ourselves, in the full awareness, free and personal, of our being.
GOD  IS  CALLING  US  TO  LIFE, to  exist  as  other  than  God,  to  become  aware  of ourselves.  The  human  being  must  self  define  himself,  must  open  himself  to  God‟s
revelation of being, must make decisions about his own life on the basis of his own
―experience of self‖.

This  is,  therefore, the  PLAN  OF  THE  FATHER, inconceivable,  unheard  of:  God, the Eternal, the Infinite, ―thinks‖ us since Eternity as the objects of his love and  calls us to life to exist and to share eternally in His Life, His Divinity!

In the Son, God creates us, and in Him he ―assumes‖ the fullness of our Humanity, individually and  collectively, so that all human beings, individually and collectively, may, by His Grace, ―made God-like‖, that is, it becomes, by Grace, what they are not by nature.

This is what we are radically ―called‖ to. This is our vocation.
We need to make this awareness grow inside us. We must be absolutely convinced of this and take  very seriously St Peter‘s exhortation to us: ―…  be all the more eager to make your call and election firm, for in doing so, you will never stumble.‖ (2Peter 1:10).
We are called (vocation) but we are also chosen (election), each one of us, for a
specific project.  For each vocation there is a corresponding project of God, for self and for the benefit of others.
God reveals himself in many ways to allow us to know him and to freely accept (love requires freedom), and put into practice the project He has prepared for us.
Only through our free acceptance of his project, receiving and reciprocating his love and his grace, can He introduce us into the sharing of his own life.
The biological, incarnated8  , life is but a transitory phase in our existence in view of
the achievement of the miracle of God‘s love which consists in the transformation of
what is other than Him into someone who will be capable of sharing in His eternal life
(made perfect9, no more in need of change).

This is, then, our VOCATION: the irrevocable call to sanctity, the sharing in the life of God.
The creature, every creature, hence, during his/her human existence, is called by God to exercise a fundamental option10: to accept or refuse his project, to accept or refuse his love; in practice, to accept or refuse God himself.

Hence, the call (vocation) to life and to the fundamental choices precedes and founds all subsequent specifications of vocations and gives them sense and perspective.
I prefer the expression subsequent specifications of vocation to ―specific  vocations‖
because, in reality, we do not receive various and successive vocations.
Vocation is the single and all inclusive call from God, unique and personal for everyone.
God has eternally conceived a project for each of us.  He has conceived us before time
as living and essential parts in his eternal plan of love. All creatures, even the most humble, handicapped, apparently insignificant, hidden creature, are equally important and essential in the heart of God.
Scriptures are very clear on this point.11

To develop our reflection on vocation, I would like to propose two Gospel passages on which we can meditate together.
One is about the Rich Young Man (Mt 19:16-26) and the other is about the Gerasene
Demoniac (Mk 5:1-20) and (Lk 8:26-39).12




8 A wonderful but rudimentary type of life, of easier appropriation, the first step towards a higher level of existence and, hence essential transition level.
9 Heb 12:23
10 The fundamental option is a person‘s basic orientation in life either for or against God. This orientation is directed by a person‘s actions. See also: John Paul II Encyclical Letter ―Veritatis Splendor 66-67, 1993.
11 Jer 1:5-10; Psalm 138:13-18;  Is 49:1-7; Eph 1:3-14, 4:1-16;  2 Tim 1:9-10
12 For this section and the following on the ―call to perfection‖ I depend on the work the Fr. Andrea Boni
OFM.
THE RICH YOUNG MAN

A rich young man goes to the Lord and asks what he has to do to gain eternal life (Mt
19:16-26).   You have to observe the commandments, says the Lord. But I do observe
them.  Have I missed anything?	No, he hasn‘t: he who observes the commandments, who performs his duties, who is a good father to the family etc. will gain eternal life and will go to paradise.  There is no doubt.
The Lord looks at him and says: you are lacking one thing.  If you want to be perfect
(this is the key word), go, sell all that you have and give to the poor, then come and follow me.
This was a true ―religious‖ vocation.  This was God‘s project for him.

THE GERASENE DEMONIAC  (Mk 5:1-20) and (Lk 8:26-39)

―They came to Jesus and saw the demoniac sitting there, clothed and in his full senses
… As he [Jesus] was getting into the boat the man who had been possessed with demons
begged to be allow to stay with him.  He would not let him, but said: ―Go  home to your people and tell  them all that the Lord has done for you and how he has had mercy on you‖.  So he went and began to proclaim throughout the Decapolis all that Jesus had done for him and everyone was amazed.‖
This was a typical ―secular‖ call: to remain in the ―world‖ and proclaim God‘s good
news.
Two different, but identically ―perfect‖, types of vocation and discipleship.

VOCATION IS ALWAYS AND FOR EVERYONE A CALL TO PERFECTION

Reading the story of the rich young man we drew the attention to the word ‗perfect‘. What does it mean to say, ―If you want to be perfect”?
Let us dwell for a moment on this important concept of ―perfection‖.

Christians must mature to reach their fullness, their ―telos‖ (this is the word in the original Greek text) that is their perfection (the Greek word  file_122.png

file_123.wmf

means  to bring to completion).
In this sense all Christians are called to be perfect.  And if someone does not reach
this goal it is because he has renounced to implement Christ‘s command: “Be perfect
(téleioi) as your father who is in heaven is perfect” (Mt 5:48).
Therefore, ―perfect‖ are those Christians, no matter how simple or illiterate, who have arrived, by way of their deep faith and active love, to the full development of a life, which has accomplished the project that God has conceived for each one of them.

Before we were even born, God pre-ordained us, He sanctified us, as St Paul teaches us (Rm 8:28-30). Hence, there is not (there cannot be) a state of life or a ministry which is
―more perfect‖ than another!
Baptism does not imply, per se, any call to celibacy and virginity, to the renunciation
of possession of goods or to obey to a superior, in the form proposed by the evangelical counsels. The baptismal consecration puts all the followers of Christ in a common basic
condition of Grace, whereby every christifidelis (faithful) acquires the possibility of full self-realization  according  to  God‟s existential  project  (irrespective of the  state,  lay, cleric, religious): this is vocation.

Any moral obligation, taken up by man in relation to God, originates from baptismal
Grace. With the Grace of Baptism, man can reach perfect charity, he can reach sanctity.
Marriage   consecration   ,	religious   profession,	consecration   of   sacred   Orders (priesthood) are all moral commitments made with God (nuptial covenant) and all of them are equally founded in the same baptismal Grace.

In  the  perspective  of the  fulfilment  of Baptism,  every  christifidelis fully  realizes him/herself by accomplishing the ecclesial  vocation-mission  to which s/he is called.
Full realization (to be teleios), hence, means to completely accomplish the project of life, that God eternally «thinks» for each and every human being.

In the Church, all baptized must respond to God‘s expectation, in relation to  their personal  vocation: they accomplish their project of life (God‘s given vocation), on the basis of their spiritual energies, according to the gift they have received (Eph 4:7).

Pope John Paul II pronounced some very clear and wonderful expressions on this point in his message to the youth in 1998 (7-8):

The gift of the Spirit makes God‟s ancient commandment to his people timely and possible: “You shall be holy; for I the Lord your God am holy” (Lev 19:2) To become holy seems a difficult goal, reserved for people who are quite exceptional, or suited to those who wish to remain apart from the life and culture of their own time. Instead, to become holy is a gift and a task, rooted in Baptism and Confirmation and entrusted to everyone in the Church in every age. It is a gift and a duty of lay  people as well as religious and sacred ministers, in the private realm as in public affairs, in the life of individuals as in that of families and communities.
However, within this common vocation that calls everyone to be conformed not to this world but to  God's will (cf. Rom 12:2), there are different states of life and numerous vocations and missions.
The gift of  the Spirit is the basis of  everyone's vocation. It is at the root of  the
consecrated  ministries  of  the  Bishop,  priest  and  deacon,  who  are  at  the  service  of ecclesial life. It is also he who forms and moulds the soul of those who are called to a life of special consecration,  configuring them to Christ, chaste, poor and obedient. In the Spirit himself, who through the sacrament  of Marriage surrounds and consecrates the union of the spouses, the mission of parents, called to  make  the family the first and fundamental expression of the Church, finds its strength and support. …

It is therefore indispensable for each one to seek and to recognize day after day the long path on which the Lord is leading him to his personal encounter with him. Dear friends, question yourselves  seriously about your vocation and be ready to answer the Lord who is calling you to take the place he has prepared for you from eternity.

VOCATION AIMED AT UNIVERSAL SALVATION13

As we have already said, for each vocation there is a corresponding project of God,
for oneself and in favour of all others.
The vocation is always in favour of.   It is never to be kept for oneself.   Let us not
forget that the Plan of the Father is calling us to full Communion, with God and, in the Son, with all.   Hence, vocation makes us instruments, especially in favour of all those who have not yet been called.
The biblical vocation, having Christ as model, corresponds to the expropriation of a
private existence in favour of universal salvation: to become the property of God, in order to be offered, by Him, to the world for its redemption and to be used and consumed in the redemption event.
Every biblical vocation is primarily personal (starting from a personal ―yes‖ to God) to
subsequently be used for a specific function (the specific purpose in favour of).



VOCATION AS TOTAL AVAILABILITY

The Vocation comes from God, therefore it cannot but be oriented to Him.
The  only  way  in  which  man  can  correspond  to  God  is  by  giving  his  full  and unlimited availability to all which God wants to use him for (Gen 12:1; 1Sam 3:9; Is
6:8; Acts 9:6).
Vocation  demands  man‟s   entire  life  and  requires  a  correspondingly  complete
response.
Those who are called by God to commit themselves and put conditions or time limits
to their commitment, have not understood anything of the theological nature of vocation.
This total availability is the necessary condition for any life of vocation to be able
to produce fruits of salvation.
The fulfilment of every call is realised in the Spirit. For this reason we have to invoke
Him unceasingly with faith and passion.
Only unconditional docility enables the Spirit to work in us: to welcome vocation is to
let oneself be lead as leaves by the wind of Pentecost...
Living the vocation as a life in the Spirit corresponds to devoting oneself to others in
love, in an exodus without return in which we can reach the fulfilment of our ―being‖ and of our ―doing‖  in the accomplishment of God‘s plan: ―Called  for the love and sake of those who have not yet been called to realise the communion with God‖.

THE SPECIFIC FRANCISCAN VOCATION

The treatment of this theme would require first the acquisition of suffic ient elements on  the  Charism  of  St.  Francis  and  of  the  Franciscan  Spirituality  to  be  coherently developed. However,  while we still are in this vocational context we can start laying down some initial essential points.



13 This section and the following are taken from H. U. von Balthasar ―Vocazione”, Ed. Rogate, 2002
Francis is always appealing and effectual because he ―incarnates‖ the complete Jesus
Christ.
This is good in itself, because he draws us closer to Christ. However, when it comes to vocation this may cause some problems. Many people, in fact, are naturally attracted by Francis and believe they have  a Franciscan vocation. Unfortunately this is not always necessarily so.  Let us see why.

Every human being needs to give a meaning to his/her life, to find the origin of his/her life, to find a father, the Father, the giver of Life.  In a sense we could say that, more or less consciously, in this search, as if reminiscing about our origin, we long for the Trinitarian homeland.  Man, ultimately, searches for the Father, the origin of Life and for his perfect realization.
Jesus, the Son, is the Way, the Truth and the Life. He alone can lead us to the Father. Therefore,  somehow,  Jesus is whom who  we search  for and  whom we long  for, whether we are aware of it or not.

The world is searching for Christ and finds in Francis His living, vibrant and fully  understandable representation, in both a historical and human form. This is why all people feel attracted by Francis.
All that  Francis  did  and  what  he  became,  was  the  result  of  his  imitatio  Christi
(imitation of Christ). Francis became an alter Christus (another Christ).

This is why in every age, believers and non believers, have been inspired by Francis: he has become, and is, a true sacrament of Jesus Christ.  It is perfectly understandable, then, to be attracted by Francis: he reminds of Christ and leads us to Him!

Being  attracted,  however,  does  not  necessarily  correspond  to  a  vocation  to  bind oneself permanently into a ―consecrated‖ Franciscan ―religious‖ or ―secular‖ form of life. An accurate discernment is necessary.  It is necessary to understand with the help of God what He wants from us.


ONE CAN BE INSPIRED BY FRANCIS BUT NOT BE DESTINED TO SERVE IN A CONSECRATED
FRANCISCAN FORM OF LIFE.

Francis was chosen by God as an example, as a model, for the entire People of God, for all mankind and not only for the ―Franciscans‖.

In order to understand if we have a genuine FRANCISCAN VOCATION it is essential to know Francis, to confront ourselves with him. It is necessary to move away from generic feelings, from romanticism and sentimentalism and understand if, in fact, the project God has prepared for us goes in the very same direction of Francis‘ project.

TO HAVE A REAL FRANCISCAN VOCATION, means to be called to take the same path of identification and total conformity that Francis took with his Christ.
To have a genuine FRANCISCAN VOCATION, whether religious apostolic, contemplative or secular, means this: to verify our own availability to fully embrace this path.

This FRANCISCAN WAY requires:
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   following Jesus without reservations in the footsteps of Saint Francis: in other words, to be ready, in our specific state of life, to follow Jesus just as Francis did.
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   to discover, accept and develop within ourselves the same Charism received by
Saint Francis, so as to make it present and bring it to fruition in the world.

This spiritual ―style‖ entails:

a very intense Eucharistic spirituality (kénosis)
a very strong fraternal communion simplicity
love of poverty humility
a genuine sense of minority
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a complete and active abandonment to God, which materialises in obedience,
particularly to the Church.

To have an AUTHENTIC FRANCISCAN VOCATION means, then, to find a full compatibilit y with what characterises this form of life, this charism-mission, this spirituality.

Those who, by way of a proper discernment, will have recognized that their project corresponds to all this, will have to embrace entirely this way of life, through a public, solemn and perpetual commitment (Profession) before God and the Church.
This is the case of all Franciscans of the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Order.
Their commitment is specified in the Rules, which constitute, so to speak, so to speak,
the nuptial covenant of each professed person with God and codify the form of life and the engagement sworn in with the Profession.

The  Franciscan  vocation,  therefore,  has  to  be  carefully  submitted  to  discernment according to the letter and the spirit of the Rule to which the specific vocation refers.
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In this connection, Secular Franciscans, should refer particularly to: The whole of chapter two of the Rule.
The articles 37:2-3; 38:1; 40: 1-2; of the CCGG (General Constitutions).
Title I of Chapter 2 of the CCGG.



VOCATION, CHARISM, MISSION, facets of the same project, God‘s project, linked
one to the other. Each of them presupposes and prepares the other.
CHARISM



It is a common observation that we all have natural inclinations towards certain things rather than others, that we are attracted towards certain projects more than others. This being inclined is already a gift; is the gift of perceiving life and the world around us, in a typical specific way.  It is a specific way to relate to reality. A way of being, a way of behaving, a personal ―flavour‖ originate from this perception. We can already consider these gifts as charism, a seed that God has planted in each human being ―be exactly that person who” will have to fully realise God‘s project “in that specific way”.	The  II Vatican  Council  has  directed  the  Theology  of  Charisms  to  consider  the  charismatic potential of the Spirit already present in embryo in the natural talents.  It is, then, up to us to discover and to appreciate what God has already constitutionally given to each one of us.

The Rule of the SFO begins saying (article 1):

The Franciscan family, as one among many spiritual families raised up by the Holy Spirit in the Church, unites all members of the People of God – laity, religious and priests – who recognize that they are  called to follow Christ in the footsteps of St. Francis of Assisi.
In various ways and forms but in life-giving union with each other, they intend to make present the  charism of their common Seraphic Father in the life and mission of the Church.

We have just read that we Franciscans, ALL OF US, have to make present the «charism of
St. Francis»,  not our own.
Because of this, is essential, at this point, to clearly understand:

WHAT IS A CHARISM AND, IN PARTICULAR, WHAT IS THE CHARISM OF ST. FRANCIS?



For centuries, after the apostolic time, the word charism was no longer used.  It remained, for a long time,  reserved to designate only the exceptional gifts of the Spirit, for the edification of the early Church.   This word has started to be used in the last century and became of fairly common usage just before the  Second Vatican Council.   Since then, much as discrete usage has been made by the Council, the use of the word charism has become almost obsessive, everybody talks about charism and everything has  become charism!



Let us now see what the Church (Catechism of the Catholic Church - CCC) teaches about charisms:
799. Whether extraordinary or simple and humble, charisms are graces of the Holy Spirit which directly or indirectly benefit the Church, ordered as they are to her building up, to the good of men and to the needs of the world.

800. Charisms are to be accepted with gratitude by the person who receives them and by all members of the Church as well.  They are a wonderfully rich grace for the apostolic vitality and for the holiness of the entire Body of Christ, provided they really are genuine gifts of the Holy Spirit and are used in full conformity with authentic prompting pf the same Spirit, that is, in keeping with charity, the true measure of all charism. 14

801. It is in this sense that discernment of charisms is always necessary.  No charism is exempt from being referred and submitted to the Church‘s shepherds.  ―Their office is not indeed to extinguish the Spirit but to test all things, and hold fast to what is good.‖15   so that all the diverse and complementary charisms work together for the common good. (1
Cor 12:7)16

2684.  In the communion of saints, many and varied spiritualities have been developed throughout the  history of the Churches.   The personal charism of some witnesses to God‘s love for men has been handed on, like the spirit of Elijah to Elisha17 and John the Baptist18, so that their followers may have a share in this spirit...19 A distinct spirituality can also arise at the point of convergence of liturgical or theological currents, becoming witness to the integration of the faith into a particular human environment and its history. The different schools of Christian spirituality in the living tradition of prayer and are essential guides for the faithful.  In their rich diversity they are refractions of the one pure light of the Holy Spirit.

This last point leads us into the following themes, which concern us very closely, i.e., the charism  of the  founder	and what  today,  in theology,  is called the  charism  of the Institute  or of the members of the Institute.



CHARISM OF THE FOUNDER

It  is  the  gift  (or  gifts)  particularly  granted  by  God  to  a  believer  that  leads  to  the foundation of an  Institute or religious movement and that includes a specific way of being through exclusive spiritual experiences that God grants to him.



CHARISM OF THE INSTITUTE OR OF THE MEMBERS OF AN INSTITUTE


14 Cf  1Cor 13
15 Lumen Gentium (LG) 12
16 Christifideles Laici (CfL) 24
17 2 Kings 2, 9
18 Luke 1:17
19 PC 2 (Perfectae Caritatis 2 – II Vatican Council Decree on the adaptation and renewal of religious life)

This is the specific mission, the goal, the apostolic task of the members of an Institute, transmitted by  the Founder who, by his example and his life draws and convinces others to follow him.
The members receive the particular grace of vocation to follow this life experience
and, in some way, to  be associated to the charism of the Founder.

The charism of the founder is, therefore, ―transmitted‖  to his followers.	We say for instance, that the charism of saint Francis has been transmitted to the members of the Franciscan Family, hence, also to the Secular Franciscans, directly from Francis.
But how can the personal gift (charism) of a founder be transmitted?  How can a founder himself transmit it? Does it not come directly from God?
The charismatic personality of a founder is certainly unrepeatable.  This does not mean, however, that  his experience has to remain necessarily confined to the period in which
the founder lived.  Thus, in some way, a form of channelling of his charism takes place so  as  to  allow  that  what  is  unrepeatable  may  become  repeatable.	The  RELIGIOUS
INSTITUTION  (or  Rule)  offers this channel,  which  in  some way,  transmit  and  makes accessible the charism of the founder in the course of history (K. Rahner).

We can see here an analogy between Incarnation and its prolongation in the Church and Charism and its prolongation in the followers of a founder: both occur by the action of the Holy Spirit, (prolongation of Incarnation in the faithful – Baptism) and the other (prolongation of charism in the followers - Profession).
This is how the same charism of the founder, donated by the Holy Spirit to the Church
for the accomplishment of God‘s eternal project, is transmitted (made repeatable) and
prolonged in the followers.

Let‘s now return to saint Francis. What was or better, what is his ‗charism‘?

It is difficult to explain, or worse yet, to define in a few sentences, a ―living‖ entity such as a charism, a God‘s given gift that is capable of re-moulding a way of being, an entire life. Francis is a living example  of it.	All those who have tried to offer a workable definition of his charism have never reached a convincing consensus. Each one perceives different characteristics and underlines a particular accent.  Enlightening, in this respect, is what Francis himself is telling us when he suggests what a perfect friar minor should be (A Mirror of Perfection 85).	He does not offer a  definition of the ―virtues‖ that characterize a friar minor. He indicates to us living persons to better understand.
There must be, at any rate, a fundamental nucleus of his charism which, though perceived
in different ways, can help us understand its richness and uniqueness.
Also  on  this,  however,  there  is  no  uniformity  of  opinions.  For  this  section  of  the
presentation I am largely indebted to the inspiring work of a great friend of the OFS, Fr. Cristoforo Piacitelli OFM.20



20 Fr. Cristoforo served for many years as National Spiritual Assistant of the OFS. This subject is treated in his two books: ―La spiritualità del Francescano secolare”, Ed. Imprimenda, 2008 and ―Con san Francesco nel mondo per il mondo‖ Collana Tau, 2003.
CHARISM OF FRANCIS AND OF HIS FAMILY

The mission to which Francis is called has an exceptional character and, as far as we know, it has remained unique in the history of the Church.

To an exceptional mission there must be a corresponding extraordinary Charism to accomplish it. This cannot be one or more virtues lived heroically, but a comprehensive gift that radically re-moulds the  whole life in all its expressions and enables it for the mission.

St. Bonaventure writes that Francis ―by perfect imitation, strove to be conformed while living to Christ living; dying to Christ dying, and dead to Christ dead, and deserved to be adorned in his body with the visible image of Christ‖ (LMj XIV, 4).

But what is the existential characteristic of Christ, the very essence of His life? This characteristic  cannot but be that of ―being Son‖, the Son of the Father (NMI 24).  His personality is a ―son-like‖  personality. This filial quality penetrates the depth of his mystery.
Now if Francis is ―another Christ‖, the Christ he incarnates and expresses cannot but be
the Christ in his essential son-like personality.

It is reasonable and established to think that the charism with which the Holy Spirit has endowed Francis is the vital and all encompassing experience of truly feeling to be a “son”  in  the  hands  of  the   heavenly  Father,  just  like  Jesus-Son,  with  all  its consequences.
We do not mean by this, to become ―son‖ as for every Christian who, with Baptism, is
introduced in the family of God, but we refer, instead, to a very special gift that enabled Francis to share the very same feelings of Jesus-Son, who made himself poor, took on the condition of servant, was obedient all the way to a death on the cross, always acting in harmony with the Father (Ph 2: 5-8).
Hence, Francis, by gift, came to think with the mind of the son, see with the eyes of the son, love with the heart of the son, act with the abandonment and dedication of the son. In the Father all creatures, animate and inanimate, are to him brothers and sisters.  And those who would join him cannot but give  life to a fraternity, under the gaze of the heavenly Father.
By virtue of this most particular gift that configures him to Christ, founder of the Church,
Francis can be the one who can ―repair‖ the Church.

His charism, therefore, in its fundamental nucleus, consists of a strong and radical son- like experience  which is manifested in the joyful, loving and trustful attitude and in a serene and responsible behaviour of readiness to do the will of the heavenly Father. He used to say ―I desire to be found always and completely in harmony with and obedient to God‟s will alone in everything ‖ (1C, 2nd  Book, VII, 107), just like Jesus the Son who said that ‗My food is to do the will of Him who sent me and to accomplish His work.‘ (Jn
4:34).
The great and special gift Francis received, in this context, was to be able to perceive, and to live in an  exceptional manner, fundamental for him, God’s humility, His total Self-surrender, His humble lowering in the Son.
Francis perceived and experienced with an unprecedented intensity, His emptying, His
total giving of Self (kénosis), as the heart and the essential foundation of God‘s eternal
project for His creatures, who are the eternal Object of his love.
O sublime humility! O humble sublimity! The Lord of the universe, God and the Son of God, so humbles Himself that for our salvation He hides Himself under an ordinary piece of bread! (LtOrd 27)

Francis was given the gift of relying on his intuition of this reality.

God wanted Francis to perceive, as never before, His humble essence, the depth of His love without reservation, His poverty, His simplicity with all the consequences that derive from all this, which, then, become living practices.

Jesus, the Son, the  Way, the Truth  and  the  Life,  is saint‘s Francis only  model,  the mediator between the God of Love and the world, He who incarnates the eternal project of the Father, He who has made the Father visible, audible, touchable (1Jn 1:1-3 and Jn
14:8-11).
Francis only has eyes, heart and mind for Jesus and incessantly contemplates his donation of Self, His lowering, His total surrender in the Incarnation, in the Cradle, on the Cross, in the Eucharist.

Francis perceives the Incarnation, ―human-ation‖ (Lat. humus=earth, soil – from which derive hum-ility  and hum-ble), His entering into the constitution of the matter of the earth, as the vital sharing of God  in the matter of Creation, for the only sake of Love. From this come all the typical Franciscan traits about the deep respect of all creatures, animate and inanimate, which are (by virtue of this vital sharing in God‘s life) brothers and sisters of Christ himself and, hence, our brothers and sisters.

God has given him the gift of this living intuition and, together with this, the grace to search unceasingly and to obtain a complete conformation to the Son, as far as imprinting in his flesh the signs of the Passion of Christ.
In this sense, we now understand the affirmation of the Popes about Francis being an
alter Christus, ―another Christ‖.
Francis  is  not  Christ.	He  remains  always  ‗alter‘  (other),  however,  he  has  become
christiform (Christ-like) to a degree no one else has ever reached.

This is the gift. This is the Charism.

Francis accepted, without reservation, to be guided, moulded, with docility, by the Grace of the gift: this is what I want, this is what I seek, this is what I desire with all my heart (1C, 1st Book, IX, 22).
From the living charism of saint Francis have derived practices, the specific ways of being and of  relating to God, modalities, a spirituality, that we call ‗Franciscan‘,  or should we better say, Saint-Franciscan.
This spirituality is characterized especially by:
A very intense Eucharistic life (contemplation of God‘s kénosis)
Poverty (the consequence of kénosis)
Minority-Humility (the consequence of kenosis)
Simplicity21
Obedience (to conform to the eternal project of the Father)22,
Chastity23.
Fraternity  as  the  specific  characterizing  element,  also  in  its  universal  and  cosmic implications, to be lived with special intensity.
The Franciscan evangelical radicality, as a specific way of saint Francis to follow the
total Christ in simplicity and sine glossa (without splitting hair on Gospel interpretation
or adding to it).

All of us, the children of Francis (1st, 2nd, 3rd  Order) are called to participate in his exceptional gift-charism and to pursue his mission.
He is the master and the model for us all. Today, more than ever, Francis indicates to us the way to follow, to live in full awareness our vocation and effectively accomplish the
mission entrusted, through him, to all of us. Pope Pius IX reminds us of this in his prayer
by the tomb of St. Francis:  ―You  [Francis]  entrusted the reforming mission  to your
children who responded well to this high task‖ (8/5/1857)



After this short introduction to Charism, we can resume the discourse already started on
the ―Specific Franciscan Vocation‖.

If we feel generically attracted towards Francis, we must have the wisdom not to jump to conclusive consequences basing ourselves only on romantic affinities or on the feelings that inevitably Francis inspires us.


21 All can, and must be referred to the single simple act of God‘s love: His complete donation of Self. God is simple. We render Him complicated. This is the reason why Francis insists on implementing the Gospel, sine glossa (without adding anything to it). This is not aversion to study, but simply an exhortation to pick the  essential,  the  simplicity  of  God,  avoiding  all  that  makes  him  complicated  to  our  eyes,  less understandable, remote.   Moving away from the simplicity of God, His burning Love will crystallize in streams of colder and colder commandments, precepts, norms which will eventually solidify and become incapable of generating life.
22  An essential characteristic of the spirituality of Francis is his obedience to the Church.   In  it  he
recognizes  the  presence  of  Christ‘s  Spirit  in  its  fullness.  His  obedience  t o  the  Church  and  to  its representatives is total and he never stops to exhort his friars to be ―catholic‖. The Church is for Francis the infallible mediator through which he receives the confirmation of the goodness of his the journey on which he has embarked. Her sacred pastors, the priests, the bishops, the Pope are the object of his veneration, because Francis is rooted in the belief that there is no Church without Eucharist, and there is no Eucharist without those who consecrate the Body and Blood of Christ.
23  God donates Himself completely. What else can we desire? God alone is sufficient, there should be no more place in us after the inrush of God‘s fullness in our life,  In him we are made able to love everybody, much more and much better.
This is not necessarily a true vocation.  This is a help from God to turn ourselves to Him,
but not yet in a ―specific‖ Franciscan way.

A true ―specific‖  vocation requires that we understand the deep reasons for our feeling
attracted towards Francis. Then, we have to put ourselves to the search of the same Jesus
―found‖ by saint Francis and ask ourselves if we are ready to develop the same kind of
―relationship‖ with Jesus that Francis lived. If we are, then, we will discover in us the germ of the charism, and gradually God‘s project for me will manifest itself more and more clearly.

If I find the humble God, the simple God, the servant God , the God who has emptied himself, and if I find him in the Son and if in finding him, I make him not only object of intellectual reflection but I manage somehow to make Him the foundation of my life and practice,  as Francis did, then,  this is Franciscan vocation.
The  gift  that  was  already  in  me,  in  embryo,  becomes  more  and  more  manifested according to the eternal plan of God for me.  I will, then, discover that the purpose of my life is to follow Jesus in the footsteps of Saint Francis of Assisi.

Saint Francis‘ charism, then, starts working in me to transform me and enable me to the mission, in a personal way, blending in with my own charisms.
Francis remains always my example, my model and, by constantly looking at him, I will be able to better define my charism in his, and become a living continuer of his mission.

If we have made the right discernment, however, we have to make sure that we follow through and make every effort to fully develop our vocation.
A true vocation is not compatible with apathy, with the routine of daily life. If we find
ourselves in this situation this may mean that either we had a true vocation and we have not brought it to fruition, or that we did not have the vocation at all.
There is nothing worse than to be in the ‗wrong  shoes‘.  Before we even imagine they
start to inflict pain on our feet and, if we insist on wearing them, they will deform our feet
and be an obstacle to future walking.  At this point it is better to change shoes otherwise we will not be able to walk anymore.  Only the right shoes will take us where we have to go.

Recapitulating on saint Francis charism:
§ Saint Francis‘ charism is the Charism that God has given to him!
§ God gave it to Francis so that he could
§ renew the Church by returning to its apostolic roots and
§ constitute an everlasting perfect model of imitatio Christi  (imitation of Christ) and
§ start a Family which, by following his example and spirituality, would continue his
mission.
§ God has put in those of us who have received a Franciscan vocation, a constitutive
seed, which is the germ of the specific, very same charism received by Saint Francis.
§ This charism will have to be received and developed within us. Francis will help us
discover it, elicit it and develop it.
§ God has constituted Francis as His sacrament and our charism.

By embracing saint Francis‘ form of life (each one according to his/her state of life), through Profession, we constitutionally receive his charism.

―Receiving his charism‖, therefore, means:
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   receiving Francis as our model, constant inspiration, spiritual brother and father.
Receiving and accepting him, enables us to receive his “spirit”, in a way similar
to the two thirds of the spirit of Elijah as requested by Elisha (2Kings 2, 9);

Together with the Charism of Francis, we receive also some fundamental gifts to fulfill our vocation and to accomplish our mission in the Franciscan modality:
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   a special Grace which God bestows on his children, to help them and enable them to carry out this type of following and mission. This is a form of grace of state, springing from Profession,  which is a true and real nuptial alliance with God for life. This Grace is the gift of the Spouse: we give our life, He gives His. Profession is a liturgical act: it realizes, therefore, what it  signifies.  For this, a special gift of grace surely accompanies this further consecration.
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   the constitutional intercession of Saint Francis, whose spiritual children we become, to all effects.
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   the inclusion in the reciprocal vital communion of the whole Franciscan Family of today and of all times.

This new patrimony, this new ―dowry‖,  is added to all other particular gifts we have already received, ―our personal charisms” which make us those unique persons that God has been thinking and loving from eternity.



M I S S I O N



After dealing with Charism it is necessary now to examine the Mission of St. Francis and of his Family: TO REPAIR THE HOUSE-CHURCH.

This ‗mission‘ of saint Francis, which at first looks so generic and all inclusive, is in fact
saint Francis‘ ―specific‖ Mission.
Jesus Christ Himself indicated the mission to Francis when in the San Damiano Chapel
he ―heard  with his bodily ears a voice coming from that cross, telling him three times: Francis go and repair my house, which, as you see, is all being destroyed‖ (LMj II, 1).

IN  THAT  MOMENT  THERE  WAS  IN  FRANCIS  THE  ENTIRE  FRANCISCAN FAMILY.24


24  Paul VI reminds us: ―The vision of Innocent III of Francis who is supporting the Lateran Basilica, in other words the Church, the mystical body of Christ in his historical and central, unified, hierarchical and

But, how is a house repaired?
With the same elements, with the same materials with which it was built! But what is the House-Church?
It is the Body of Christ. In it, Christ is the head, we are the members. But if the house is the Body of Christ, it can only be repaired with Christ Himself, through His Spirit!
The House-Church, Body of Christ, is healthy when he who looks at it, he who lives in it,
sees Jesus and, seeing Jesus, sees and ‗hears‘ the Father. ―Show us the Father and it will
be enough for us.‖ ―Whoever has seen me, has seen the Father‖ (Jn 14: 8-9). To see the face of Christ, Way, Truth and Life (NMI 16 & ff), means to be on the way towards the Father, means to see the Father.
“We want to see Jesus” (Jn 12:21).
This is what the man of the 1st  Century asked, this is what the man of the 13th Century asked as well. This is what the man of the 21st Century is asking.  This is what every
creature asks always.
Now, as we look at Francis, we see Christ!  Francis has become sacrament of Christ. And
Christ leads us to the Father.
This is why God wanted to constitute Francis as ‗alter  Christus‟,  in a conformation,
which we can define as ‗total‘ so that he would be qualified to fulfill, and with the right materials, the mission that God had entrusted him.

It is essential, therefore, for us to rediscover that at the very center of our charism there is the heavenly Father (centrality of the Father) and to understand its importance for our spiritual journey and the realization of the mission.
This is the journey that Francis, guided by the Spirit, has done and that we have to do. Therefore, we must commit ourselves to become, feel and behave as true “children” to discover the infinite richness of the divine Paternity and draw from it the capacity to love, to give and to for-give.
Jesus Himself wants that the Father becomes the norm and model, the inspiration and aim of all human beings. ―Be perfect as your Father in heaven is perfect.” (Mt 5:48; NMI 31) This invitation carries with it a special meaning and responsibility for us, the children of Francis, whom the Spirit has endowed with  the  special charism of sonship. We are called to conform to the Son and to listen with a filial heart, when He speaks to us of the Father and proposes to us the attitudes to imitate.
It is our task to assimilate and live them so as to become living examples and admonition to the world, in support of the Church.



roman expression, has divined the vocation and mission of the great Franciscan family” . (OFM General
Chapter 23/6/1067)
He repeated to the Secular Franciscans: ‖We  hope and trust that the visible and human Church will be
supported by you especially, dear tertiaries “, recalling the vision of Innocent III (19/05/1971).
Francis repaired the Church “not by way of criticism but by way of sanctity‖. “His charism and prophetical mission were to demonstrate concretely and in an exemplary way that the Gospel is entrusted to the Church, and that it has to be lived and incarnated fully and in an exemplary way in the Church and with the approval of the Church” J. Paul II, Message to the Franciscan Vigil in St. Peter‘s 2/10/1982. See also Fr. Cristoforo Piacitelli OFM, ―Con Francesco nel mondo per il mondo‖, page 13, Collana Tau 2003.
We understand, now, that there are no  limits in the scope of the mission of secular Franciscans. The  object of the Mission is the whole Church and, working with it, the whole world. Secular Franciscans will have to make themselves available, like Francis, every time the Church calls, every time there is something, anything, to ―repair‖. There are no limits to its scope: reconciliations to promote, sufferings to alleviate, so litudes to fill, despair to console, marginalizations to fight, material and spiritual poverties to heal, respect for life and for nature, youth to love and to accompany, catechize, animation of Liturgy, support to the Christian communities in anything they may need, etc. There are no limits !
We must understand where God and the Church call us to serve.

We understand, then, that the Charism not only empowers us to fulfill the mission, but also animates it and guides it so as to make the mission specifically effective at all times.

The children of Francis must continue his mission! What a responsibility!

It‘s hard to believe!  It comes natural to say: Lord, perhaps, you have made a mistake !
No the Lord does not make mistakes.  Nothing is impossible to God!
The words of friar Masseo come to mind when he asked Francis:  why is everybody coming after you?  And Francis answered: because the Lord has not found anyone more vile than me! (LFl Chapter 10)

Yes, the Lord builds the house, also with us. We only need to be his docile collaborators.
THE PROFESSION IN THE SFO



There is a widespread opinion among many Franciscan seculars and religious that the Profession of Secular Franciscans is a “second class” commitment, some kind of a “light” Profession.

Indeed, most people have foggy ideas on the value of Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order and  because of this many  Secular Franciscans do not live the “grace” of Profession for what it really is. A true nuptial alliance with Jesus Christ
aimed at a further consecration to God and at accomplishing a closer bond to the Church to reach the perfection of love and the realization of Saint Francis mission.

The true and authentic answer is, instead, to be searched in history and in the very nature of our Order as the Sovereign Pontiffs have constantly affirmed:

“…, (Francis) founded a true Order, that of the Tertiaries, not restricted by religious vows, as the two preceding (Orders), but similarly conformed to simplicity of customs and to a spirit of penitence. So, he was the first to conceive and happily carry out, with the  help  of  God,  what  no  founder  of  regulars  (religious  Orders)  had  previously contrived,  to  have the religious life practiced  by all.”  (Benedict  XV,  Encyclical
“Sacra Propediem” January 6, 1921)

“…you are also an „Order,‟  as the Pope said (Pius XII): A Lay Order, but a Real Order;” and after all, Benedict XV had already spoken of “Ordo veri nominis”. This ancient  term  –  we  can  say  medieval  –  “Order”  means  nothing  more  than  your intimate belonging to the large Franciscan  family. The word “Order” means the participation in the discipline and actual austerity of that spirituality, while remaining in the autonomy typical of your lay and secular condition, which,  moreover, often entails sacrifices which are not lesser than those experienced in the religious and priestly life.” (John Paul II, June 14, 1988, General Chapter, SFO)

This lesson on Profession will open the eyes to many candidates in formation as well as to many formators and professed members of the SFO in general and will undoubtedly give a new outlook to many Secular Franciscans on what they are, or ought to be, as Professed members of the SFO and on how to live their Franciscan vocation and mission.
PROFESSION IN THE SFO: GIFT AND COMMITMENT



Fr. Felice Cangelosi OFM Cap



I. PROFESSION, A GIFT OF THE SPIRIT

The Brothers and Sisters called to the Franciscan life in the Secular Fraternity make their Profession during a specific celebration according to the Ritual proper to the SFO. This  aspect  is  by  no  means   insignificant,  because  the  celebration  constitutes  the foundational moment of the identity of the professed, and is simultaneously the condition for a dialogue to take place in response to God‘s action.  In fact, the consequences of the commitment  a  human  being  expresses  by  means  of  a  promise  derive  from  a  prior commitment, that of God to man.  The celebration of Profession testifies to all of this, because it is God‘s action and a saving event: it is a moment when salvation reaches the faithful,  enabling  them  to  make  a  promise  to  live  the  Franciscan  gospel  life  and producing in them particular effects of grace, by which they are deputed to specific tasks within the People of God. Only a person sanctified in the liturgical action, where (s)he fully experiences the immensity and force of  God‘s  love, can be capable of a loving response.	On the other hand, the celebration reflects the  Church‘s understanding of Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order. The liturgy, in fact, is always a  confessio fidei, since in it, i.e. in its enactment during the ritual action, the Church proclaims authentically its own faith in the mystery of salvation, which is actualised in and for the faithful.

1. The grace of Profession

Those who make profession in the SFO say: ―since the Lord has given me this grace, I renew my  baptismal promises and consecrate myself to the service of His kingdom‖ (Formula of Profession). Dedication to the service of the kingdom comes about because the Lord gives a person the grace to  consecrate himself to the cause of the Kingdom. Profession is a grace and gift of the Spirit. Not only is the Holy Spirit the source of the vocation of secular Franciscans (Const 11), since they are urged on by the Spirit to reach the perfection of charity in accordance with their own secular state (Rule 2); Profession also comes about by the working of the same Spirit. Therefore the ―Preliminary Notes‖ of the Ritual (cfr. n. 7) state that ―The SFO Ritual ... should fittingly display the gift of the Spirit and the evangelical life-project proper to the Secular Franciscan Order”.
The reference is first to the gift of the Spirit, and then to the gospel life-project, since the latter is  neither conceivable nor possible without the forestalling insp iration of the grace of the Spirit. For the  same reason, the candidates declare their intent to live the gospel life after the Holy Spirit has been invoked upon them:
―Lord, watch over these your servants. May the Spirit of your love penetrate their hearts, so that  your grace will strengthen them to keep their commitment to the gospel life.‖  (Ritual II,30).
2.	Profession: an action of the Church

Profession  comes  about  through  God‘s  intervention.  But since God always acts through Christ, whose sacred humanity is the meeting point between God and man, and since  today  Christ  lives  and  acts  through  the  Church,  it  follows  that  Profession  is simultaneously the action of Christ and of the Church, i.e. of the whole Body of Christ, Head and members.	The language of the Constitutions is significant (42,1), defining Profession as a solemn ecclesial act (action), as is that of the Ritual (―Preliminary Notes‖ n. 13) which declares it as by its nature a public and ecclesial fact. It is both the one and the other:  Profession is not only an action, it is also an event, or rather, a saving kairòs, a moment of salvation.

3. Profession and Fraternity

While maintaining the truth that Profession is by nature an ecclesial fact, an action of Christ  and  of  the Church,  the question arises:  who  are the subjects who  concretely perform that action, or rather, how and in whom is the action of Christ and the Church manifested?
By Church the Ritual understands a particular liturgical assembly, made up of the people and the community of brothers and sisters, in other words, of the local fraternity of the Secular Order.  The local fraternity makes the presence and action of the Church visible primarily in the Profession. Therefore “Profession, since it is by nature a public and  ecclesial  fact,  must  be  celebrated  in  the  presence  of   the  fraternity”  (Ritual, Preliminary Notes, n. 13).
The ultimate reason for this norm is found in the reality of the local fraternity:  it is a visible sign of the Church, which is a community of faith and love (cfr. Rule 22; Ritual II,
29 d). The local fraternity is and must be a genuine ecclesial cenacle. By the same token,
“secular Franciscans, gathered in fraternity and in union of spirit with all the People of
God, celebrate the mystery of salvation revealed and communicated to us in Christ, with prayers  and  thanksgiving  and  renewing  their  promises  to  live  a  new  life”  (Ritual, Preliminary Notes, n. 3).
For this reason Profession is made in the presence of the assembled fraternity, which
accepts the candidates‘ request, since Profession is a gift given by the Father to that fraternity by  incorporating new members into it. Grateful for the gift, the Fraternity is united to the prayer of those  making profession, so that the Holy Spirit may bring to fulfilment the work He has begun.

The Ritual further develops these links with the Fraternity which the Profession or promise to  live  the gospel life creates.	Profession produces «incorporation into  the Secular   Franciscan  Order»;  it  therefore  implies  incorporation  into  a  family  –  the Franciscan family -  which  is life-giving, with all the consequences that  derive from belonging to the same spiritual family.
At the same time, Profession determines reciprocal attitudes, sentiments, relationships, duties and  rights,  etc. The “Preliminary  Notes”  (n. 14) of the Ritual, speaking of the nature of Profession in the SFO, say that it involves “the trust of the candidate, who relies on the help of the Rule of the SFO and of the Fraternity. Indeed the candidate will feel
that (s)he is guided and helped by the Rule approved by the Church, and will experience the joy of participating in the journey of the gospel life with many brothers and sisters, from  whom  (s)he  can  receive  but  to  whom  (s)he  can  also  give  something.  Once incorporated into the local Fraternity,  which is a cell of the Church, (s)he will make his/her contribution to the renewal of the entire Church”.
These statements in the Ritual show:
- the liturgical foundation both of the Fraternity, which is essentially made up of reciprocal relationships, precisely as St Francis intended;
- the liturgical foundation  of belonging to the SFO. For this reason, in the formula of
Profession we find the invocation: “May the grace of the Holy Spirit, the intercession of
the Blessed Virgin and of St Francis and the fraternal communion help me always so that I  may  attain  the  perfection  of  Christian  charity”  (Ritual  II,31).	The  same  need  is expressed by the minister who receives the Profession: “Let us give thanks to God in this Fraternity of the  Secular Franciscan Order. Your incorporation into it is a reason for hope and joy in the hearts of all the brothers and sisters”(Ritual II, 32).
Two key fraternal values of Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order emerge from
the texts we have quoted.
1.  It entails and produces the entrusting of self to the Fraternity on the part of the
candidate. In Profession a covenant is established with the Brothers and Sisters, which can never be  disregarded. The sacred bond of Profession, through which a perpetual commitment is established with God, (cfr. Rule 2; Const 42,2), has a number of fraternal sides to it which must be understood and lived precisely in the light of that “sworn pact” one has made with God.
2. With  its  liturgical  foundation,  Profession determines  incorporation  into  a local
fraternity and through it, into the Order.  Thus, we gradually come to see how the reality deriving from the  celebration of Profession is not a matter of registration (“one  is not enrolled into the SFO”),  even  though a document of profession is necessary. While it does have juridical implications, the concept  and  reality of incorporation goes beyond these  and  indicates  that  one  becomes  part  of  a  living  body,  merged  into  a  single organism, making a single reality. Incorporation entails the  transformation  of several realities into a single reality, through a process of absorption and assimilation.. It cannot simply be thought of as adding one thing to another (1+1); rather the fact is that the candidate is “extended” into the fraternity and vice versa, and this gives rise to a living being which is much larger and more complete.  Rightly therefore does the minister turn to the new members of the Fraternity at the end of the rite of initiation and says to them:
“By  your presence and communion you enrich our fraternity in numbers and virtue”
(Ritual  I,16).  Therefore  the  relationships  established  by Profession  are  spiritual  and ecclesial in  nature, since the local fraternity into which the candidate is incorporated is
“the basic element of the entire Order and a visible sign of the Church, a community of love” (Rule 22; cfr. Const 47,1).

4. Ministries in the celebration of profession

The  action  of  the  celebrating  Church-Fraternity  finds  specific  expression  in  a multiplicity of  ministries, exercised by persons who are called to carry out particular functions in the liturgical assembly

4.1. The candidates

The action of Christ and of the Church is expressed in the person of the candidates, who make the act  of  profession  by promising to  live the gospel life.  They are baptised. Consequently  Profession  is  a  priestly  action,  proper  to  someone  who  by  virtue  of baptism, is already incorporated into the  Church,  a priestly Body, and is conformed to Christ,  who  is  priest,  prophet  and  king.	The  Candidates  are  or  should  (must)  be confirmed.	Consequently, Profession is a priestly action,  proper to one who, having newly received the gift of the Holy Spirit in confirmation, has been  empowered and deputed to celebrate the Eucharist and the sacraments, to live his or her life in an attitude of priestly worship and consequently to perform the priestly act of Profession.
The Ritual expressly provides that the candidates for Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order must have already received the sacrament of confirmation, using language which shows not only a temporal succession between three events  (Baptism- Confirmation - Profession), but above all points to an intrinsic linking of the saving events themselves, making confirmation, as well as baptism, a basic requirement to live a professed life, for the reasons just stated: “You have been made members of the People of God by your baptism, and strengthened in confirmation by the new gift of the Spirit, in order to proclaim Christ by your life and your words.
Do you wish to bind yourself more closely to the Church?”
(Ritual II, 29 e).

4.2 The ministry of the Fraternity

The action of the Church is also made concretely visible in the presence of the minister of the Fraternity. This is clearly stated in the Constitutions and the Ritual:
“Profession  is accepted by the minister of the local fraternity or by his or her
delegate  in  the  name  of  the  Church  and  of  the  SFO.  The  rite  is  carried  out
according to the norms of the Ritual”  (Const 42,3).
“Through the priest and the president (minister), who represents the fraternity, the
Church accepts the commitment and the profession …” (Ritual, n. 9).

The  Church  acts  through  the  priest  and  through  the  Minister,  who  represents  the Fraternity and the Church. The Ritual defines more clearly the role of the Minister of the Fraternity and of the presiding priest, when it states:
“The commitment to the gospel life is received by the president (minister) in the name of the Church and of the fraternity. The priest presides over this rite as the witness of the Church and of the Franciscan Family”. (n. 16).

In the celebration of the Profession the Minister of the Fraternity exercises a true and proper liturgical ministry and has the function of a “sign”: (s)he makes visible and shows forth the presence and action of the Church, while the Church and the fraternity receive the Profession through the minister.

4.3 The presbyter

The priest who presides at the celebration is also defined as a “witness of the Church and of the Order”  (Ritual, Preliminary Notes, n. 17). In order to understand the kind of witness he is, we need to go beyond juridical categories, because the action or event of Profession  is sacramental in  nature.  Consequently the testimony of the  priest  is  not juridical, but more properly sacramental and concerned with sanctification.
Certainly in the celebration of Profession the priest‘s role is to vouch for the validity of the event. On the occasion of decisive events involving the life of a Christian, the Church always acts with an attitude of  trepidation.	In liturgical and sacramental actions the nature of the Church as a mother, rightly anxious about the fate of her children, comes to the fore. Hence the  scrutinies or questioning of the parents prior to  baptism, of the candidates for confirmation, of the couple before they give consent to marriage, and of those about to make religious profession of religious vows or declare their intent to live in chastity. The same applies to those who intend to make  Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order
It is the priest‘s job to ask those questions and receive the replies, because it is through
him that the Church wishes to be reassured with regard to the awareness the candidates have of the meaning of Profession, their intentions and their genuine desire to be part of the Secular Franciscan Order. And this is not all; as an ecclesial act and precisely as such, Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order  needs to be confirmed by the Church. This confirmation, too, belongs to the priest, who, after the candidates have read the formula of Profession, says:  “I confirm your commitment in the name of the Church” (Ritual II, 33).
Consequently the priest in the celebration of Profession is a: witness, who attests and
manifests the presence and action of the Church; guarantor, who reassures the Church regarding the suitability of the candidates; one who ratifies, or confirms the promises in the name of the Church.

5. The gift of the Spirit in the celebration of Profession

The priest‘s role is not limited to this, but also and especially concerns the whole area of sanctification, which is proper to liturgical acts. Even the celebration of Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order is geared to the sanctification of those who have been called to follow Christ after the example of St Francis of Assisi while remaining in their secular state. Sanctification is always the work  of the Father, but it is channelled through the mediation of Christ and of the Church, and is realised in the Holy Spirit. The mediation of Christ and of the Church is especially manifested in the action of the priest, because he alone acts in persona Christi.

In the light of these principles the Ritual of Profession states:
“By her public prayer the Church entreats the help and grace of God for them. She imparts her blessing over them, and accompanies their commitment or profession with the Eucharistic sacrifice” (Preface, n. 9).

The elements that derive from this statement in the Ritual are truly fundamental for
any understanding not only of the Church‘s function in the celebration of Profession, but
also to deepen our grasp of Profession itself and of its relationship to the Eucharist. The text reasserts the need for the profession to be confirmed by the Church. Basically, the Church is present at a profession to pray, to invoke, and this is done through the efficacy of the  liturgical action.	In  it, the  praying  Church  and  the efficacy of the Trinity operating  at  this particular  historical moment  come together  in a  single action.  The liturgical action of Profession is an “invocation”, by those who are called together in the unity of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Thus, the Church is constituted and invokes or “calls upon” the action of the Trinity.  This dynamic is reflected in the celebration of the
liturgy as a whole, which has the three essential elements of: Rite, Word, Praise.

In this light we can see the significance of the help that is requested for the candidates making profession, and the invocation of God‘s grace upon them.  Most of all, we see the value of the blessing that is called down by the Church on those making profession. In truth, unlike other profession rituals, that of the SFO does not provide any blessing after the candidates have made their promise to live the  evangelical life. Furthermore, the present Rite, before the act of Profession, contains a prayer formula which, while using neither the word blessing, has all the value of a blessing which communicates salvation and consecrates the person receiving it. In it the Church expressly invokes the gift of the Holy Spirit: "May the Spirit of your love penetrate their hearts, so that your grace will strengthen them to keep their commitment to the gospel life”. (Ritual II,30). This takes place in line with what we said  earlier about the Minister of the Fraternity after the candidates have asked to be admitted to Profession: “The fraternity accepts your petition and is united with you in your prayer. May the Holy Spirit confirm in you the work he has begun” (Ritual II, 27).
In the liturgical action of Profession in the SFO the Holy Spirit is invoked, just as He is in the Eucharist and the other sacraments, in religious Profession, in the Consecration of Virgins, etc.	The  celebration of Profession is therefore structured as an epiclesis, precisely in virtue of the prayer of invocation performed by the Church asking for the Holy Spirit to be poured out on those called to  follow in the footsteps of Christ in the Franciscan evangelical life.
In every liturgical celebration, and therefore also in the celebration of Profession, the Spirit  comes  when  invoked,  makes  Himself  present,  acts  and  transforms.  Therefore Profession takes on the form of a Pentecost, an effective epiphany of the Sp irit, which consecrates and transforms those who make  the promise to live the gospel life in the Secular Franciscan Order.
The value of the blessing over those making profession, connected with the gift of the
Spirit, makes the role of the presbyter in the celebration of Profession even more evident. His function above all is to sanctify, and his work is linked to God‘s work of blessing. The  presbyter,  therefore,  is  the  servant  of  the  blessing,  the  one  who  channels  and transmits it to those making profession.
Also, in the person of the presbyter the reality of the Head and members, conformed to Him through participation in the one spiritual priesthood, converges. Christ, who is the source and origin of priesthood, always activates this convergence, but it is the presbyter who, in making Christ the Head sacramentally visible, confers on the ecclesial Body the capacity to externalise in an active way the priestly nature that properly belongs to it.  For this reason, while Profession is the action of a particular ecclesial community, constituted
above all by the local fraternity celebrating the mystery of salvation, one must recognise in the presiding presbyter the one who activates the baptismal-confirmational priesthood of the celebrating community: it is he who confers upon it the possibility of expressing its proper priestly service.
Those making profession are the privileged beneficiaries of this presiding function of the presbyter. As we have already shown, the act of Profession is the making explicit of a specific liturgical ministry, it  is  a priestly action proper to a baptised and confirmed person, but one which is brought into being by  the active presence and action of the presbyter.

6. Profession and Eucharist

Through the presbyter  the  Church  associates the promise  or  Profession  with  the
Eucharistic Sacrifice. The Ritual gives special attention to this aspect, prescribing that the “Rite  of the Promise to live the gospel life, or Profession”  is “to  be celebrated during
Mass”: no other form of celebration is envisaged.
To celebrate Profession within the Eucharist expresses the sacrificial dimension of self-giving inherent in the Profession of the gospel life in the Secular Franciscan Order. In Profession, manifested in the presence of the Fraternity and the Church, the true nature of the candidates as priests and victims is made  manifest. They, by promising to live the gospel  life,  make  themselves  entirely  available  to  God  and  place  their  own  bodies (persons) on the altar of Christ‘s sacrifice as a holy victim pleasing to God.
In this the close relationship between Profession and the Eucharist is made evident: in it, both the sacrifice of Christ the priest, and that of the newly-professed, offering their lives to the Father, are simultaneously made present.  What we say of the celebration of Profession also applies to the life that flows from the same ritual action, because this is the foundation of Christian life: it is inherently liturgical, geared towards the permanent glorification of God.  Profession, in fact, is not an instantaneous act, an isolated action in the course of one‘s  life; rather  it  is  a  commitment  of  life  and  for  life.  The  act  of Profession, while limited in time, determines a new existential situation, places a person in the “state” of being professed, and this is a permanent condition, which must be lived in the light of the  foundational action of the celebration, with its intrinsic link to the Eucharist. Consequently, the relationship between Profession and Eucharist is a life-long project; a life is fully authentic if and when it is marked by the rhythm of the Eucharist (from  the  Eucharist  to  the  Eucharist).  For  this  reason,  in  the  introduction  to  the celebration of the promise or Profession of gospel life, a secular brother or sist er, or the celebrant himself, admonishes those present in these or similar words:
“In the thanksgiving (Eucharist) to the Father through Christ, today we have an extra
reason for gratitude... Called to follow Christ, who offered Himself to the Father as a living sacrifice for the life of the world, we are insistently invited, particularly today, to join our offering to that of Christ” (Ritual of Profession)

Perpetual oblation,  expressed  at  the  moment  of Profession,  has  to  be  manifested sacramentally in  the Eucharist; and from the Eucharist the efficacy of Christ‘s sacrifice must  flow  into  the  lives  of  the  professed.  This  sacrifice  confirms  and  seals  the commitment to live the gospel life, which is constantly re-proposed, so that the life of the Secular Franciscan is ever more progressively renewed in the light of the initial event of
the Profession.

7. Baptism and Profession

As an action of the Church, la Profession of the gospel life in the Secular Franciscan Order produces ecclesial effects. This is explicitly stated by the Rule in one of its most densely packed theological sections:
“They have been made living members of the Church by being buried and raised
with Christ in baptism; they have been united more intimately with the Church by profession.  Therefore, they should go forth as witnesses and instruments of her mission among all people, proclaiming Christ by their life and words” (n.6).

The primary element emerging from this fundamental statement in the Rule, is the relationship  between Baptism and Profession, from which flow the relationships of the Secular Franciscan with the Church. Both the Constitutions and the Ritual insist on this Baptism-Profession relationship.
The Constitutions, in n. 42,1, state:
“Profession  is the solemn ecclesial act by which the candidate, remembering the
call received from Christ, renews the baptismal promises and publicly affirms his or her  personal  commitment  to  live the Gospel  in the world  according  to  the example of Francis and following the Rule of the SFO”.

In the Ritual, where the Baptism-Profession link is frequently found, we read:
-	“Many men and women, married and single, and many members of the diocesan
clergy are called by God to follow the way of perfection of the gospel life after the example and manner of Francis of Assisi, to share his charism, and to make it present in the world. They promise to follow Jesus Christ and to live the gospel in fraternity by entering the Secular Franciscan Order. In this way they manifest the priceless gift of baptism and realise it in a fuller and more fruitful way”. (Introduction,1);

-	―The nature of commitment to the gospel life is: the renewal of one‟s
consecration and promises made at baptism and confirmation‖ (14 a);

-		We here present ask to enter this fraternit y of the Secular Franciscan Order, so that we may live more intensely and faithfully the grace and dedication of our baptism by following Jesus Christ according to the teachings and example of St. Francis of Assisi.‖- (Ritual I, 12);
-	―You  have been made members of the People of God by your baptism, and
strengthened in confirmation by the new gift of the Spirit, in order to proclaim Christ by your life and your words. Do you wish to bind yourself more closely to the Church and to work intently to rebuild the ecclesial community and fulfil its mission among all people?‖  (Ritual II, 29 c);

-	―I,  N.N., by the grace of God, renew my baptismal promises and consecrate
myself to the service of his kingdom‖ (Ritual II, 31)
It is clear that the legislative and liturgical texts of the Secular Franciscan Order recall the reality of baptism to the hearts and minds of secular Franciscans. It is both a grace and an inestimable gift, which:
- produces a consecration;
- sacramentally configures a person to the paschal mystery of	Christ who died, was buried and rose again;
- making him/her a living member of the Church-People of God.

Membership and profession in the Secular Franciscan Order aim to help a person ―live their  baptismal  grace  and  consecration  with  greater  intensity  of  commitment  and diligence‖  (Ritual I,12). By  insisting on this the Ritual highlights a moral dimension, which, while maintaining all its value,  nevertheless does not best express the intrinsic relationship that exists between Baptism and Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order. Commitment to live out one‘s baptism, in principle required of all Christians, arises for secular Franciscans after profession as a result of a liturgical action and a saving event, which have an impact upon baptism itself.
It seems to  me therefore possible to  say that  although baptism is ―one‖  and that Profession is not to be seen as a ―new‖ Baptism, it is also true that Profession pr oduces particular effects on the supernatural organism of a Christian, generated by Baptism. The Ritual highlights the specific action of Profession on Baptism, by the use of the verbs renew, manifest, activate.



7.1 The Memorial of Baptism

Indeed, we say that Profession is by nature the “renovation of the consecration and promises of baptism‖ and in the very act of making it, the candidate declares that (s)he intends to renew his/her own  baptismal promises. It is as if they wanted to affirm that through Profession they intend to call to mind the consecration and promises of Baptism. For this reason, with absolute precision, Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order has been defined as the ―Memorial of Baptism‖.
But the term ―memorial‖ should not be understood in the usual sense of ―remembering‖
something in the past, but rather as a movement from the past to the present by which that which happened in the past is now made present and efficacious through the power of the Holy Spirit.  Here lies all the  significance of the biblical  ―memorial‖, and it is in this light that we must understand Profession as a living memorial of Baptism. In this sense, to
―call  to  mind‖  does  mean  going  back  to  Baptism,  but  it  also  means  enabling  the Sacrament from which the new life draws its origin to renew one‘s life in the present. To ―call to mind‖ implies a rediscovery of the reality and meaning of Baptism, owning it once more, bringing it back into the heart and mind (the origin of the word ―remind‖), in other words, to the centre of one‘s vital interests.

7.2 Enactment of Baptism

Profession therefore involves a particular way of revivitalising the sacrament of Baptism
and giving it new vigour. In fact the Ritual (Preface, n. 1) speaks of the ―inestimable gift
of Baptism‖  which ―is  manifested in them and activated in an ever fuller and more fruitful way”.  The  language used  is very similar to that of Vatican II and the post - conciliar documents when they  speak of the Profession of religious:  it  is ―a  special consecration which is profoundly rooted in  baptismal consecration, and more perfectly expresses it‖ (PC 5 a).
Expression of Baptism and manifestation of Baptism are similar statements connected
with the idea of revelation. Consequently the Profession both of religious and of Secular Franciscans should be considered as an epiphany or manifestation of Baptism. Not only that, but also a fuller and more fruitful implementation or more perfect expression of it. In fact the Council, again speaking of religious in the Constitution Lumen Gentium, says that ―through Baptism a person dies to sin and is consecrated to God. However, in order that he may be capable of deriving more abundant fruit from this  baptismal grace, he intends, by the profession of the evangelical counsels in the Church, to free himself from those  obstacles,  which  might  draw  him  away  from  the  fervour  of  charity  and  the perfection of divine worship. By his profession of the evangelical counsels, then, he is more intimately consecrated to divine service (44 a).

We can see, then, how Profession makes Baptism more fruitful, stronger and richer. In the celebration of Profession the specific secular Franciscan vocation, sealed by the strengthening action of the Spirit, enriches the baptised person and confers on him/her a fullness of being by which to bear witness to Christ and for the building up of the body of the Church.  Hence, through Profession the implicit potential of Baptism is made explicit and brought to fulfilment.  Profession acts upon Baptism, impacts upon it, seals and develops it, founds a new entity and produces a new outpouring of the Spirit.

8. Relationship with the Church

The Christian‘s fundamental relationship with the Church is established by Baptism, since Baptism incorporates into the People of God, which is the Body of Christ, the sons and daughters engendered by water and the Holy Spirit. Profession gives rise to a new relationship with the Church, or rather, the  basic baptismal relationship, renewed and perfected in confirmation, is made ―stronger‖ and ―closer‖. As is said in the Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order:
―They have been made living members of the Church by being buried and raised with
Christ  in  baptism;  they  have  been  united  more  intimately  with  the  Church  by profession...” (Rule 6).

The Ritual echoes this when it asks of those making profession:	―You  have been made members of the People of God by your baptism, and strengthened in confirmation by the new gift of the Spirit, in order to proclaim Christ by your life and your words. Do you wish to bind yourself more closely to the Church?‖ (II, 29).

The texts we have just quoted do not say that profession establishes a new relationship with the Church, but simply that profession in the Secular Franciscan Order develops and intensifies that relationship in the person who is baptised and confirmed. But the vigorous language  used  points to  the depth of  relationship  enjoyed  by the professed  Secular Franciscan with the Church. While no different from that of any baptised and confirmed
person, it is stronger and closer. (fortius et arctius). In fact, Profession does not remain inert compared to Baptism; as we have already said, it acts upon it and produces ecclesial effects. However, the Rule, Constitutions and Ritual of the Secular Franciscan Order give no indications about these effects.

9. Witnesses and instruments of the Church‟s mission

Instead, the documents are more concerned to associate the stronger ecclesial bond arising out of profession with the ecclesial mission of Secular Franciscans. Indeed:

―They have been made living members of the Church by being buried and raised with Christ in baptism; they have been united more intimately with the Church by profession. Therefore, they should go forth as witnesses and instruments of her mission among all people, proclaiming Christ by their life and words.

Called like Saint Francis to rebuild the Church and inspired by his example, let them devote themselves energetically to living in full communion with the pope, bishops, and priests, fostering an open and trusting dialogue of apostolic effectiveness and creativity‖.  (Rule 6)



This section of the Rule, is developed in the Constitutions and in the Ritual. These documents  as  a  whole  bring  out  the  essential  features  of  the  mission  of  Secular Franciscans, which is intrinsically geared to building up the Church.  The frequent use of the terms build and building is particularly significant, because it immediately evokes the mission  entrusted  to  Francis  by  the  Crucified  of  San  Damiano  and  is  typical  of Franciscans, as their specific way of being present in the Church. Francis and his sons and daughters have received from the Lord the gift of inserting themselves into the living fabric of the people of God, so that it may arise in the world and live in it as a ―universal sacrament of salvation‖.
However,  the  mission  of  secular  Franciscans  cannot  be  defined  on  the  basis  of
particular activities or tasks, but rather in terms of their being. ―Fidelity  to their own charism,  Franciscan and secular, and the witness of building  fraternity sincerely and openly are their principal services to the Church, which is the community of love. They should be recognized in it by their "being",  from which their mission springs”. (Const
100,3).
Consequently the concern of the Rule, the Constitutions and the Ritual is to highlight
the need to live as authentic members of the Church, in line with the stronger and closer bond   established   with  the  Church  by  Profession.	This  is  above  all  a  bond  of communion; and this is the fundamental element in the Church, which has to be affirmed in actual  everyday life.	The duty to give  witness, to which Secular Franciscans are destined  first  by baptism and then by profession, flows precisely from the innermost essence of the Church, which is a communion of faith and love.
This insistence on witness in the Rule and Constitutions should alert the brothers and sisters of the Secular Franciscan Order more and more to the fact that their existence in the Church is justified only by the authenticity of their lives.  The brothers and sisters of
penance are asked to offer, constantly and in all the circumstances of their lives, the supreme proof of their fidelity to God, to give an account to the world of the hope that is in them, to witness in an unmistakeable way their faithfulness to the covenant established with the Church and the fraternity from the moment of their profession.

Therefore, all the admonitions contained in the Rule, the Constitutions and the Ritual about the  importance of personal witness must be welcomed and put into practice with full awareness that this is the ―fundamental duty of the Lord‘s disciples‖.



II. THE COMMITMENT OF PROFESSION

10. The formula of Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order reads:

―I, N.N., by the grace of God, renew my baptismal promises and consecrate myself to the service of his kingdom” (Ritual II,31). Prior to that, the Preface to the Ritual states:
―The nature of commitment to the gospel life is: the renewal of one‘s consecration and promises made at baptism and confirmation. This means dedicating oneself to God through his People with all the consequences flowing from it, up to the present moment, in order to live in union with God and to hold firm to his plan of salvation, by means of a consecration that is to be lived in the world‖ (14a).
With  reference  to  the  texts  just  quoted,  we  should  note  that  the  concept  of consecration has  many meanings, of which the Ritual of the Secular Franciscan Order has chosen one, intending to highlight most of all the human effort to dedicate oneself to God. The Ritual uses the verb to consecrate, giving it the meaning of to devote, in other words to dedicate, reserve and destine a thing or a person  for  God and His exclusive service. It goes without saying that in the specific context of the Ritual of the  Secular Franciscan Order it is persons who are involved; consequently, they are the ones who must offer themselves to God with full freedom and awareness.

From this point of view profession is the act by which a person places him/herself into the hands (mancipare = manus capere) of God, enabling God to take hold of him, with the result that from the  precise moment of profession, the person no longer belongs to him/herself, but is considered as totally ―expropriated‖ and at God‘s entire disposal. By virtue of profession, the person becomes God‘s property, and therefore ―sacred‖
In reality however, the verb consecrate  and  its corresponding  noun consecration, properly indicate the act by which God takes possession of the person (who is enabled to give him/herself totally by the  gift  of the Spirit who draws him/her), placing His seal upon the person and making him/her His own exclusive property.

In itself the value of consecration lies in its descending dimension: the person is consecrated,  receives  consecration  from  God,  who  draws  him/her  to  Himself  and transforms him inwardly so that he/she is able to live the demands of a superior world.

In the Ritual of the Secular Franciscan Order this aspect is hardly absent (we met it in part  I  when  we  spoke  of  Profession  as  a  gift  of  the  Spirit),  but,  using  the  words
consecrate and consecration in the sense of  ―to devote”, the Ritual wants to underline the fact that  Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order means to consecrate oneself (reflexive) to a particular task or project, allowing oneself to be totally absorbed by it. .

Obviously, the project to which one dedicates oneself totally by profession in the Secular   Franciscan  Order,  is  God‘s  project,  and  the  consequences  deriving  from consecration are precisely concerned with union with God, adhering to His saving plan and serving the Kingdom by living in and for the world.

These  proposals  which  the  Ritual  puts  forward  naturally  fit  into  the  life  project outlined in the Rule and Constitutions, which in their turn make it a part of the life-long effort to live the Gospel after  the manner of St Francis, while remaining within one‘s secular calling..

11. Profession, Purpose, Promise

Now we come to the meaning of the terms profession and purpose, or intention, and of the expression promise to live the gospel life, found in the Rule, the Constitutions and the Ritual of the Secular Franciscan Order. They indicate the effort and commitment Secular Franciscan take on when they make profession.

11.1 Profession
In Italian, the term Profession is a noun corresponding to the Latin professio which in turn derives from the verb profiteor, composed of pro and fateor.
The intrinsic meaning of profiteor is ―to speak out loud‖, publicly, to proclaim, to make a declaration, but it also means to promise, to commit or oblige oneself to another person.
The connotation of something official and public is also inherent in the word, so that
Profession means, first of all, a public declaration of something, especially an idea, an
opinion, a sentiment, or the fact that one belongs to a religion or an ideological current, or something similar.

In particular, the Profession of Faith is a declaration, mostly in an obligatory formula (e.g. the Credo or Apostles‘ Creed) that a person or a community belongs to a particular religion, and, by extension, an avowal of moral, political or artistic convictions, etc

The second meaning of Profession refers to an intellectual or manual activity, exercised for profit.	Broadly, a profession indicates any habitual employment, although more strictly it refers to an intellectual activity for which a degree or particular skill is required. In the religious sphere, Profession normally indicates the act by which a baptised person publicly and in a stable manner embraces a state  of perfection in conformity with the evangelical counsels, which he or she commits him/herself  to follow by pronouncing the three vows of   chastity, poverty and obedience (profession of vows), and becomes  an effective member of a religious Order or Congregation. In ancient monastic usage, the term professio was also applied to the various ―states of life‖ and to various categories of Christians, whether they were  or not consecrated in a special way. Finally, the term professio  was  applied  to  the  ―status   of   public   penitents‖,   which  is  not  without
significance with reference to the Order of Penance.

11.2 Purpose
Literally it means ―that which is laid before me». In fact the Latin verb pro-ponere, from
which it is derived, means ―to place in front of, to put before‖.
Purpose commonly means the deliberate will to do something, to behave in a certain way.
In a more general sense a purpose or proposal means an intention, a plan. or project. In the Latin versions of the bible, propositum even indicates the plan (design or project) of salvation..
In primitive monasticism, propositum meant a firm decision to adopt a particular style of
life and persevere in it. In the middle ages, expressions such as regulare propositum, propositum sacrae religionis, propositum monachorum, etc., were used, indicating a will to dedicate oneself to a religious style of life. It is found in many documents concerned with the Order of Penance.
In summary, the noun propositum stresses the decision of human freedom, but without eliminating the aspect of a vocation, gratuitously given by God.

11.3 Promise
The Latin verb promittere basically means to send out. Later it acquired the meaning of
―to make a thing go, to move it forward, to pour out, and then, to let go.‖ In a figurative
sense it is the equivalent of ―to raise hopes‖, and hence derivers its usual meaning of  ―to promise‖, to commit oneself to, to ensure, to guarantee, to promise by vow etc.
Sacred Scripture often speaks of promises; but it more often means divine promises, which are  fulfilled  in Jesus Christ, rather than human ones. In biblical usage, the word
promise underlines the total sovereignty of God in deciding to choose His own people, to justify human beings through faith in Jesus Christ, to destine them for life, to give them
the Spirit, etc., in contrast to all those who believe they can achieve these things by means of the  works of the law. The ministry of Jesus was precisely the fulfilment of
God‘s promises.
In the history of religious life also, the term promise is often used to indicate a person‘s
commitment  to  assume  monastic and  religious obligations.  Thus  for  example  in the Benedictine  Rule,  the word  ―promise‖,  both as  noun and  verb designates a  monk‘s definitive commitment, which today we call ―profession‖ and ―perpetual vows‖.

Both Francis and Clare attribute the same value to the verb ―to  promise‖.  In the writings of  Francis the term ―profession‖  is not found, neither is the noun ―promise‖. However, he does link the verb ―to promise‖ with obedience, with the gospel, the Rule, poverty, in the sense that these are what is  promised.	The same is true of St Clare, although she does speak of ―profession‖.
Today, we attribute a different value to promises.  We distinguish between a vow and
a promise, even when the latter means the same as a vow to observe the gospel counsels. A promise, in this view, is less significant than a vow, it is understood as being made more to the Institute than to God, and as such does not produce consecration. Its binding force comes from the virtue of fidelity, not from the virtue of religion.
Obviously not everyone agrees with this kind of interpretation, even if, as far as its juridical value is  concerned, the distinction between a vow and a promise is generally
accepted.  Indeed, what significance can promises have that are not made to God, but to human beings, especially when those promises concern the gospel counsels? , Chastity, poverty and obedience are not  promises that concern human interests, they are a lways directed to God, made for God, and therefore are always ―religious‖; their observance is always required not only out of fidelity to human beings, but to God. Hence, it is always a case of religious fidelity.
For this reason Vatican Il preferred to  bring  in  a change of terminology.  Lumen
Gentium in fact speaks of  ―vows or other sacred bonds, similar in nature to vows‖ (LG
44), including under the term ―sacred bonds‖ the promises made in secular institutes.

12. The value of Profession in the SFO


Let  us  repeat  once  more  that  promise,  purpose  and,  most  of  all,  profession  are commonly used  to indicate the commitment of those members of Christ‟s faithful who oblige themselves before God  and the Church with vows of obedience, poverty and chastity, normally taken in an Institute of  consecrated life, canonically erected by the competent authority of the Church (CIC, can. 573,1-2). Therefore the significance they assume in the context of the religious life is closest to that which the  same terms have in the current canonical and liturgical sources of the Secular Franciscan Order.
In the SFO Rule, Constitutions and Ritual the same terms indicate the commitment, similarly assumed before God and the Church, to observe the gospel after the manner of St Francis, expressed by lay people (married and unmarried) and members of the secular clergy, who are normally not bound by vows of obedience, poverty and chastity, nor do they take on these obligations, but intend to live in the normal conditions of secular life.
The language of the Rule, Constitutions and Ritual and the realities expressed by it do not constitute anything new, because the legislation of the Secular Franciscan Order and all the relevant sources have  always used the terms promise, purpose, profession. The Memoriale Propositi repeatedly speaks of promissio, promittere. In the title of chapter two of the Supra Montem the term Profession is present, but the text of the same chapter returns to the terminology of the  Memoriale Propositi.  However,  in  both  texts it  is considered as a true and proper profession, which concluded the time of initiation into the Order  along with the examination, the clothing and the probationary year.	The four elements of the initiation period, here listed, are indicated in the Memoriale, at least as from 1228, and  are found in all the thirteenth-century Rules for Franciscan Penitents, albeit with circumstantial variations.  This procedure used with candidates to the life of the fraternity was not exclusive to the Franciscan penitents; in fact, it faithfully reflects both the mentality of the time and the ecclesiastical legislation which then applied to all
―religious‖.
After completion of the probationary year, the promise constituted canonical entry into the fraternity, which it was then no longer possible to leave except in order to enter an approved ―religious‖ Order. This prescription is found in all religious legislation at the time, and indicates esteem not only for the Rule of any particular Institute but also fo r the life lived there with the support of the Rule. The commitments of profession/promise, in fact, are life-long and can only change in the direction of greater  intensity.
What we have now shown in the primitive legislation of the Franciscan movement
enables us to list the constitutive elements of the profession of the Brothers and Sisters of Penance. It  involves: a) an obligation contracted before God; b) the commitment  to observe a form of life or Rule; c) definitive incorporation into the Order.
The same elements are also constitutive of religious profession, and this leads us to maintain that  the  propositum vitae or promise of the Secular Franciscan Penitents are equivalent to a religious profession. From this we deduce that, while we are not dealing with a religious Order in the strict sense,  the title ―Order‖  is eminently fitting for the Secular  Franciscan  Fraternity.	If on the one  hand  it  is  not  required  to  have either common life or vows, it is true that the same ―Order of Penance‖ has a Rule approved by the Apostolic See,  a novitiate and  an  irreversible profession:  it  is  in other  words a
―religious  Order‖  in  the  wide  sense,  or  a  Secular Order.  Consequently the original
Franciscan Penitents were not  ―laymen‖ or ordinary faithful; they were inst ead ―secular religious‖, and as such belonged to the ecclesiastical state. In fact the ―lay person‖ is the counterpart of a	―cleric‖,  while  ―secular‖  is the opposite of ―regular‖.  A ―secular‖  is someone who lives in the saeculum (world),  whether he is a layman, a cleric and/or a religious. A ―regular‖ on the other hand is one who lives in a monastery or convent or at any rate in some community attached to a church; a regular, in turn, can be a  religious only or he may also be a cleric
In the course of the centuries, the Secular Franciscan Order has not only kept the terminology	(promissio,  promittere)  of  the  primitive  legislation,  but  progressively preferred the use of Profession to indicate the commitment to live a gospel life according to the approved Rule.
We can deduce from this that the strong conviction of earliest times, namely that the promise of the Brothers and Sisters of Penance constitutes a true and proper profession, was a constant part of the  awareness of the Secular Franciscan Order. The same clear awareness not only remains unchanged but is brought out even more strongly and clearly in  the  Rule  of  Paul  VI  and  in  the  Constitutions   subsequently  approved  by  the Congregation  for  Consecrated  Life,  as well as  in  the Ritual,  itself  approved  by t he Congregation for Divine Worship.
Consequently,  I  think  we  are  entitled  to  conclude  that  the  meaning  of  the  term Profession cannot be understood in one sense only as if it referred exclusively to religious profession. Still less should  the concept of profession be understood analogically, in relation to religious profession as the principal analogy and other professions, including that of the SFO, as secondary analogies. Actually, one thing is evident in the history of this terminology and of the lay movements such as the Secular  Franciscans, and that is that the specific element of profession is not the vows of obedience, poverty and chastity. There is no  such thing as profession  in  its pure state, only profession in a specific religious   institution,  whether  this  is  religious  in  the  strict  sense  (an  Institute  of consecrated  life)  or  a  secular  and/or  lay  institute.	Thus,  profession  in  the  Secular Franciscan Order has the dignity of a solemn and religious commitment entered into with God and the Church, and it cannot be considered inferior to that of ―religious‖ – although it remains true that the two professions differ in content, and this difference is due to the multiple action of divine grace in a diversity of charisms.
On the other hand, the Church, by approving with its apostolic authority the basic legislation of the Franciscan Third Order throughout the centuries, has always recognised
and  validated  the Order‘s sense  concerning  the  value of profession  in  the	Secular Franciscan Order.	The SFO is ―a  lay Order, a true Order‖  constituting ―a  school of integral Christian perfection‖, exactly like any Religious Institute. In this ―true Order‖ a
―true Profession‖ is made, which, while different in content (the vows) from that made in
the religious Institutes strictly so called, has a dignity equal to theirs.


13. The promise to live the gospel life

Our discussion of the meaning of the terminology up to this point brings out the personal aspect:   Profession is an action involving the whole person and every human faculty. The immediate reference is necessarily to the human will, because the profession or promise implies determination, a firm decision  and commitment. Therefore a first definition  of  Profession  might  be  this:  it  is  a  personal   commitment.  The  Rule, Constitutions and Ritual of the Secular Franciscan Order are full of references  to this commitment.

From the beginning the Rule states that the Secular Franciscan Order ―is an organic union of all Catholic fraternities scattered throughout the world and open to every group of the faithful. In these  fraternities the brothers and sisters, led by the Spirit, strive for perfect charity in their own secular state. By their profession they pledge themselves to live the gospel in the manner of St. Francis by means  of  this rule approved  by the Church‖. (Rule, 2)

Later on, the Rule and then the Constitutions restate the same concept several times, teaching that the commitment assumed by profession is a commitment of one‟s life, it is existential, concrete,  encompassing the whole of a person‘s being and activity; it is not limited to a particular moment, because what is involved is a life that is wholly committed to and for the gospel.  Therefore, from the moment of profession onwards, it is the gospel which inwardly specifies the life of the Secular Franciscan and commits him/her to the observance of the gospel: profession implies  ―the will to live the gospel‖ (Ritual 14b).

14. After the manner of St Francis

The second element that distinguishes Professio n in the Secular Franciscan Order is its necessary reference to St Francis.  What is promised is to live the gospel after the manner of St Francis, following in his footsteps and according to his example and the instructions given by him, which today are gathered together in the Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order.
The constant concern to underline the fact that Secular Franciscans intend to live the
gospel after the manner of St Francis and by means of this Rule authenticated by the
Church (Rule 2; Const 1,3; 8,1), is by no means fortuitous.
Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order therefore has this essential structure: the life  of Secular  Franciscans  depends  on  the  gospel,  mediated  by  the  inspiration  and experience of Francis of Assisi, who from the beginning of his conversion took it as his rule of life and action.
However, we still need to make the point that Francis‘ intention was simply to return to the Gospel of Jesus. Every Franciscan vocation is therefore an evangelical-Franciscan vocation, not because Francis‘ experience is intended as a substitute for the gospel, but because the gospel is rendered transparent  through the mediation of Francis.	So, for Franciscans it is a question of learning from Francis and, like him, of knowing no other rule or life except that of the gospel of Jesus. This mediation by Francis lies at the origin of our vocation.

The Franciscan mediation of the gospel extends to the Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order, to ―this Rule‖ (and to no other), as ―authenticated by the Church‖. Through its approval at the highest level, the Church takes ―ownership‖ of the SFO Rule (the Rule belongs to the Church) and by its authority proposes it to the Secular Franciscans. In this way the Church simply transmits to Secular Franciscans the gospel message of salvation, which is spirit and life for all believers.

Therefore, for those who make profession in the Secular Franciscan Order in order to
―attain the perfection of charity in their secular state‖ (Rule 2), the reference to Francis, the Rule and the  Constitutions is not an optional matter: it sets the standard, it is the norm.  Obviously everything depends on how one understands and lives the Franciscan vocation. A true vocation is one that takes hold of a person‘s whole being, becomes the very substance of one‘s being as a person, to such an extent that the individual is unable to think of or define himself except as one who is called to the evangelical-Franciscan life. Rule and Constitutions, are not extrinsic realities to the life of a Secular Franciscan, but are themselves his/her life, on the basis of the gospel.  In fact, we ought to speak of a‖ life‖ rather than a Rule, thus accepting all the fullness of St Francis‘ concept. For him, life was to observe the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.  He never intended to issue rules for his companions or followers, whether religious or secular; he simply put forward a style of life, one that flowed from the gospel..  Consequently, in his writings, Francis speaks more of ―life‖  than of a Rule   (―This  is the life of the  Gospel of Jesus Christ, which Brother Francis asked the Lord Pope Innocent to grant and confirm for him‖: Rnb) and when he says Rule, he sometimes puts Rule and life together (cfr Rb). For Francis the Rule is only the gospel, to be lived and observed literally and in its entirety. The saying of the SFO Rule derives from this: ―The Rule and life of the Secular Franciscans is this: to observe the gospel of our  Lord  Jesus Christ, following the example of Francis of Assisi» (Rule 4).
In conclusion, Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order, as a promise to live the
gospel in the manner of St Francis, aims to put before us the radical, light -filled and joyful style in which Francis listens to the gospel and commits himself to live it.

15. Gospel life for discipleship or “following Christ”

The Preface of the SFO Ritual opens with the following statement:
―Many men and women, married and single, and many members of the diocesan clergy are called by God to follow the way of perfection of the gospel life after the example and manner of Francis of Assisi, to share his charism, and to make it present in
the world. They promise to follow Jesus Christ and to live the gospel in fraternity by entering the Secular Franciscan Order‖. (Preface, n. 1).

The Ritual combines the following of Christ with the gospel life, because the purpose of observing  the  gospel  is  precisely  in  order  to  follow  Christ.	This  in  fact  is  the charismatic insight of St Francis: for him, to follow Christ depends on the observance of the  gospel.  Indeed,  it  was  through  the  gospel  that  Francis  came  to  know  Christ personally,  in the same way  the Church does when, guided  by the Holy Spirit, she recognises Christ in the gospel and welcomes His words and deeds with faith.
Therefore the gospel, too, is a mediation, in fact it is a sacramental mediation, because
it gives us the presence of Christ.  Anticipating by a few centuries the teaching of Vatican Council II, Francis sensed in the gospel the presence of Jesus Christ. He had a most lively awareness that the Lord  spoke to him directly, beyond the limits of space and time, through the biblical word.  In that word he saw as it were an extension of the Incarnation of the Word, who manifested to him the divine will and truth. Consequently for Francis, gospel truth is not something to be known, but a living person to be followed, a life to be lived in the company of that person, who is Christ.  For this very reason Francis, when he instituted his brotherhood, absolutely refused to follow any previous Rule. In accepting the gospel, Francis welcomed the very person of Christ, who spoke to him and invited him to follow Him in all  things.. For Francis, what it meant to follow Christ became something extremely concrete: it  meant fo llowing Christ‟s  poverty, following Christ‘s humility; following the life of Christ; following the  precepts of Christ; following the doctrine  of  Christ;  following  the  will  of  Christ;  following  the  goodness  of  Christ; following the spirit of the scriptures; following the Good Shepherd; following in  the footsteps of Christ. This last expression had a particular importance for Francis. He found it in the First Letter of St. Peter, but took from the Apostle the urgency of following in the footsteps of Christ, since ― Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example for you to follow in his footsteps‖. The significance of discipleship is therefore centered upon the arrival on the scene of Christ‘s life:  the suffering and death of the Servant of the Lord, unjustly undergone for the world‘s salvation.  . As for Peter, so also for Francis, to follow Christ did not mean repeating the events and gestures of the Lord‘s earthly life, but rather to structure the whole of one‘s life on the set of evangelical demands, sharing in and imitating the action of God, who emptied Himself to the point of dying on the cross for the salvation of the world.

16. Discipleship: to be moulded by Christ

In taking as his model the life of the Lord Jesus, seeing himself always in the mirro r of Christ, Francis made such progress that he appeared to all as a ―new Adam‖; the people acclaimed him as ―  a new man, come from another world‖ (1Cel 36).
St Francis‘ first biographers frequently use terms that refer to the forma that was to be acquired through imitating Christ, the likeness or shape which Francis wished to imprint on  himself  and  wished  to  see  imprinted  on  his  brothers.  Thus  we  find  the  terms transformed,  conformed,  reform,  form,  in  the  sense  of  to  mould  (oneself),  educate (oneself).  But  the  most  frequently used  term is  conformity to  Christ  ―in  all things‖ (Fioretti XIII), especially in the Passion.
Francis had one dominant thought, one unquenchable desire, one constant intention: to
become totally conformed to Christ.  Discipleship in love has no other purpose except to
―christify‖ the whole person. It is entirely geared towards transforming the lover into an
image of the beloved (LM XIII, 2). Francis was ―indeed  always occupied with Jesus: Jesus he bore in hi heart, Jesus in his mouth, Jesus in his ears, Jesus in his eyes, Jesus in his hands, Jesus in the rest of his members. How often, when he sat down to eat, hearing or speaking or thinking of Jesus, he forgot bodily food‖  (1Cel 115).
It was thus that Francis achieved full conformity with Christ. He himself became fully aware of the fact, so that one day he declared to a group of his companions who exhorted him to read the scriptures: ―As for me, I have already made so much of scripture my own that I have more than enough to meditate on and revolve in my mind. I need no more, I know Christ, the poor crucified one‖ (2Cel 105).
This was a knowledge of the mystery of Christ by experience, an intimate, mutual
merging in love which reached its highpoint in the culminating experience of La Ver na, following which  ―in  truth there appeared in him a true image of the cross and of the passion of the Lamb without  blemish, who washed away the sins of the world, for he seemed as though he had recently been taken down from the cross, his hands and feet were pierced as though by nails and his side wounded as though by a lance‖ (1Cel 112).

17. Christ. The Book of life

In the light of the foregoing considerations we can understand the Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order, when it says that St Francis of Assisi ―made Christ the inspiration and the centre of his life with God and with people‖. This is an implicit exhortation to those who make profession in the Secular Franciscan Order, so that they my do the same.

But the Rule also offers a wonderful Christological proclamation, which casts light on the lives of all those who commit themselves by profession to observe the Holy Gospel in order to follow Jesus and remain in permanent, life-giving communion with Christ, who without complaint, freely gave Himself up to death and after His sufferings entered into the glory of the Father. In fact, ―Christ, gift of the Father‘s love, is the way to Him, is the truth into which we are guided by the Holy Spirit, and the life which He came to give in abundance‖ (73),
This marvellous statement, placed right at the beginning of the Rule, ought to rouse the secular  brothers and sisters to contemplate lovingly the ―gift  of the Father‘s love‖, constantly directing their  gaze  towards Jesus. It should also encourage them to assess their lives constantly against the standard of Him who is the way, the truth and the life.
As for Francis, so for Secular Franciscans, Christian discipleship is born of love for Him, a love so total and radical that they are brought to imitate the person of the beloved, and to a union with Him whereby they are con-formed to Him who is the object of their love. The Rule proposes just such a programme when it states (in n. 10):

―Uniting themselves to the redemptive obedience of Jesus, who placed his will into the  Father's  hands,  let  them  faithfully  fulfill  the  duties  proper  to  their  various circumstances of life. Let them also follow the poor and crucified Christ, witness to him even in difficulties and persecutions‖.
The Rule is echoed by the Constitutions, which take up the Bonaventurian theme of
―Christ  as the ―Book‖  of life. Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order commits a
person to study in the school of Christ, who is ―the book of Wisdom, written from within the heart of the  Father, since He is the art of almighty God; it was written externally, when it became flesh‖   (St. Bonaventure). Indeed:
"Christ, poor and crucified", victor over death and risen, the greatest manifestation of
the love of God for humanity, is the "book" in which the brothers and sisters, in imitation of Francis, learn the purpose and the way of living, loving, and suffering. They discover  in Him the  value of contradictions for the sake of justice and the meaning of the difficulties and the crosses of daily life. With Him they can accept the will of the Father even under the most difficult circumstances and live the Franciscan spirit of peace, rejecting every doctrine contrary to human dignity‖ (Const. 10).

In conclusion, for Secular Franciscans, to follow Christ is to be conformed to Him; it means to carry out the commitment involved in the profession to observe the gospel in the manner of St Francis by living all the demands of the gospel to its very depths, to the very end, including death, and thus to open oneself to receive the promises proclaimed by the gospel itself.

18. Profession in the SFO and the evangelical counsels

We have already considered how the terms Profession, Purpose and Promise normally refer to religious, who by profession publicly and in a stable form embrace the state of perfection in conformity with the evangelical counsels, which they commit themselves to follow  by  observing  the  three  vows  of  chastity,  poverty  and  obedience.	Secular Franciscans do not take vows, but the life-project of the Secular Franciscans enshrined in the Rule and Constitutions propose for them a kind of ascetical way by which they can live according to the form, or  mould, of the holy Gospel: the way of the ―evangelical counsels‖, so that they may be obedient, poor and docile to love.
The fundamental legislation of the Secular Franciscan Order refers to the magisterium
of Vatican II regarding the ways and means by which the faithful may achieve sanctity:
―The  holiness of the Church is fostered in a special way by the observance of the
counsels proposed in the Gospel by Our Lord to His disciples.‖ (LG 42c).

The Council speaks of a multiplicity of counsels, which cannot therefore be restricted to the three counsels which religious profess by vow.  In fact, all the Lord‘s d isciples are called to the perfection of  charity; all must welcome the commandment of love. The evangelical counsels  find  their  natural  context  within that  commandment, within the unlimited spheres in which love can be exercised, so that love takes on the character of a need or requirement.  The gospel counsels serve to express a more intense thrust of love, which translates into concrete choices in everyday life that go far beyond the limits of a precept: ―no-one could fulfil the precept of charity if (s)he did not wish to love God more than (s)he does‖ (St Thomas).
However,  here  we  cannot  fail  to  point  out  how  the  teaching  of  the  Rule  and
Constitutions of the Secular Franciscan Order about the evangelical counsels is structured around the classic triad of obedience, poverty and purity of heart (cfr. Rule 10-12; Const
10; 12,2; 15). In the logic of the universal call to holiness, the practice of these three counsels is also open to all the Lord‘s disciples: all, in fact, within the specific condition that is proper to each, are called to the following of Christ, to have his very sentiments and walk in his footsteps in very concrete ways.
Consequently, the Rule and Constitutions do not start with abstract considerations about obedience, poverty and purity of heart, but flow from an attentive, loving gaze that is fixed on Christ.
Therefore,  like  their  Father  and  Founder,  Secular  Franciscans,  too,  are  called  to
imprint  Christ on their hearts and to be inwardly conformed to Him.
The legislation of the Secular Franciscan Order is profoundly in harmony with the
experience  of  Francis  and  depends  upon  it,  because  the  vocation  of  the  Secular
Franciscans depends on the vocation of Francis.
Hence we can see how the three counsels are founded upon the gospel beatitude of poverty, and why the Poverello characteristically uses a certain terminology, because all is expropriation,  all  is to  do  with  living  a poor  men and  women.  Poverty leads to freedom, and this makes us available and  open  to a love that is ever more vast and profound.  And it is precisely on the foundation of total availability that the demand to live the evangelical counsels is rooted, even in the secular Christian life.  Availability, understood as an interior attitude, includes the spirit and profound content of virginity, poverty and obedience. It presupposes that one loves Christ more than oneself, and above all other goods and persons, always, at every moment, without any possible reservations; there is no room for  dispensations or discounts.   In this total availability there are no degrees, because faith in Christ means being open to everything, taking on a commitment of absolute seriousness.



19. The original penitential identity

The gospel message opens with a call to conversion: ―The time has come, t he kingdom of God  is at  hand; repent, and  believe the Good News‖  (Mk 1,15). The penitential dimension is at the heart of the Gospel and is essential to the evangelical life.  For this reason Secular  Franciscans,  promising  to  live  the  gospel,  in  virtue of their  original charism commit themselves to live a penitential life. As we have already stressed, they promise to  live the gospel in the manner of  St Francis  and  by  means of this  Rule authenticated by the Church (Rule 2; Const 1,3; 8,1).

But ―The present rule, succeeding Memoriale Propositi (1221) and the rules approved by the Supreme Pontiffs Nicholas IV and Leo XIII, adapts the Secular Franciscan Order to the needs and expectations of the Holy Church in the conditions of changing times‖. (Rule  3).  This  text  expresses  the  link  between  the  present  Rule  and  the  previous legislation of the SFO: the Rule is part of that fruitful history of the secular Franciscan movement over many centuries, going back to its original inspiration, expressed  in the
―new  laws of penitence‖  (LM 6) given by Francis. Most probably these ―new  laws‖ coincide in  whole or in part with the Letter to the Faithful. It was precisely thanks to these   ―new laws‖ that the Penitents, too, rose to a state of  ―not  mediocre perfection‖ (Julian of Spires, Life of St Francis). This is why the recensio prior (first version) of the
Letter to the Faithful has been inserted as a Prologue to the new Rule, under the title of an ―Exhortation of St Francis to the Brothers and Sisters of Penance‖, rightly considered to be the source and inspiration of the entire tradition and spirituality of the SFO. In both versions (prior and posterior) of the Letter, insistently and as the most natural thing in the world, Francis asks of lay people who wish to follow him a radical form of Christian life, striving to obtain from them a renewed life according to the form of the  holy Gospel. Rarely has the Franciscan form of life, which had to unite the Lesser Brothers, the ―Poor Ladies‖ and the ―Brothers and Sisters of Penance‖, been presented in such a clear, broad and profound  way as in this Letter. By the working of the Spirit of the Lord, here the values of a purely natural human life – the earthly life led by nearly all Christians, despite the   Gospel   and   the   Sermon   on   the	Mount   -   are   radically   changed.   Francis uncompromisingly requires of those who follow him that which in Christianity is most radical and ―against  nature‖. With a surprising naturalness, instead of the ―spirit  of the flesh‖ – the selfish, authoritarian, self-exalting human ego - he places ―the Spirit of the Lord‖,   in other words, thinking, wishing, willing, living and acting in accordance with the authentic gospel.  This way of living is  ―Metanoia‖, it is ―to do penance‖ as Francis intended  it!	This  is the  wellspring  of  penance  understood  in the  Franciscan  sense. Therefore Secular Franciscans:

―United by their vocation as brothers and sisters of penance, and motivated by the dynamic power of the gospel, (should) conform their thoughts and deeds to those o f Christ  by  means  of  that   radical  interior  change  which  the  gospel  itself  calls conversion. Human frailty makes it  necessary that this conversion be carried out daily.‖ (Rule 7).

19. Secularity

The perspective of the evangelical counsels, as shown by the Rule and Constitutions, and the  consecration highlighted by the Ritual, cannot lead one to the conclusion that tertiaries are religious  living in the world. Secular Franciscans, in fact, do nor oblige themselves by vow to live the evangelical counsels.
We must however repeat that the programme of radical gospel living is for everyone,
for all Christians, while religious are called to structure that life in a permanent and visible way, by renouncing some human values in order to concentrate on the value s that lie at the origin of the Christian life itself.   These originating values are basically those to which the Church must constantly return in order to understand herself and to keep faith with her own mystery.
The irreplaceable role of religious in the Church lies at the level of their essential ―sign
value‖,  while religious vows are essentially at the service of the entire Christian life. which should be considered precisely as a ―state of the evangelical counsel‖.
In any case, in order to avoid any possible misunderstanding, the Ritual of the Secular
Franciscan Order expressly speaks of ―consecration that is lived in the world, and of ―the
will to live in the world and for the world‖ (Preface, 14a,d). Furthermore, the Rule from the beginning is concerned to specify the sphere in which the Brothers and sisters of the Secular Franciscan Order,  impelled by the Spirit, intend to achieve the perfection of charity: in their own secular state (Rule 2).
Secular state or Secularity and world are therefore two co-ordinates that are essential for an understanding of the specific identity of Secular Franciscans and their particular mission which flows from profession.
Secularity, first of all, indicates an existential and sociological condition: it is being in
the world as human creatures and as communities of men and women.  As such it is one of the dimensions of being human, including the relationships, geographical, cultural, and social, in which one is born and lives.	Secularity is given from birth, independently of an individual‘s free choice. You do not become secular, you are born so.
But there is also a theological dimension to secularity. In that sense it is the conscious assumption of one‘s native condition in order to make it the specific ―sign‖ and  ―place‖, the qualifying dimension of one‘s own vocation, an acceptance of the ―already‖ and the
―not  yet‖ of the eschaton of Christ and the Church. From this point of view, secularity
flows  from  the  acceptance  of  God‘s  intervention  in  human  history  and  of  His
―becoming‖, and is expressed as recognition of a world (saeculum) in which the Spirit is
at work to ―recapitulate‖ all things in Christ.  At this level secularity is no longer just a fact of birth, but  indicates the free choice of those who, in faith, intend to place their whole lives at  the service of the  Kingdom of God. The existential and  sociological condition thus assumes a theological significance: it becomes a specific way in which to realise and give witness to salvation.   In this sense, too, it is  legitimate to speak of a
―secular state that is consecrated to God‖, placed into His hands as a tool which can be
used to affirm salvation in the world.

The world itself in its turn assumes theological significance. In the light of Gaudium et Spes, the world is ―the whole human family along with the sum of those realities in the midst of which it lives; that world which is the theatre of man's history, and the heir of his energies, his tragedies and his triumphs; that  world which the Christian sees as created and sustained by its Maker's love, fallen indeed into the bondage of sin, yet emancipated now by Christ, Who was crucified and rose again to break the strangle hold of personified evil, so that the world might be fashioned anew according to God's design and reach its fulfilment‖. (GS 2).
The being and action of the laity and of Secular Franciscans take place in this context of ―the world‖. Living in the world, they are geared towards the perfection of charity and commit themselves to the sanctification of the world, working within the world.
Secular Franciscans, together with all the lay faithful, are called to live their lives in
the ordinary situations of the world, and within the specifically ―worldly‖  sphere they share in the Church‘s mission of evangelisation.
Starting from these premises, which are founded on the mystery of the Incarnation and
on the intrinsically ―worldly‖ character of the entire people of God, we can understand
the  specific  mission  of  the  laity  and  of  Secular  Franciscans.	―What  specifically characterizes the laity is their secular nature...But the laity, by their very vocation, seek the kingdom of God by engaging in temporal affairs and by ordering them according to the plan of God.  They live  in  the world,  that  is,  in  each and  in  all of the secular professions and occupations. They live in the ordinary circumstances of family and social life, from which the very web of their existence is woven. They are called there by God that by exercising their proper function and led by the spirit of the Gospel they may work for the sanctification of the world from within as a leaven. In this way they may make
Christ known to others, especially by the testimony of a life resplendent in faith, hope and charity. Therefore, since they are tightly bound up in all types of temporal affairs it is their special task to order and to throw light upon these affairs in such a way that they may come into being and then continually increase according to Christ to the praise of the Creator and the Redeemer‖. (LG 31).
―What specifically characterizes the laity is their secular nature....to seek the kingdom
of God by dealing with temporal things and directing them in accordance with God‘s plan‖: this is the specific mission of the laity. Consecrated in the world and for the world, the  Franciscan  lay  faithful  have  the  task  of  consecrating  the  world  by  immersing themselves fully in it.
―To belong to Christ does not mean to deny the world. The price the Christian pays for his discipleship  is not the negation or despising of the world, but rather a particular responsibility for the world, an availability to give oneself, entrust oneself to the world‖ (J. B. Metz). This presupposes an attitude of joyful optimism and sincere appreciation of worldly  realities,  which  draw  their  origin  from  the  Incarnation  of  the  Word.	The Incarnation is God‘s ―yes‖ to the world: irrevocable, indestructible, with no going back.
The Christian‘s love for the world therefore arises from a desire to enter more deeply into God‘s love for the world, and thus to share personally in the realisation of the love which the Father has revealed  by  sending His Son into the world.	Consequently the world becomes the ―place‖ where discipleship is lived and where one becomes holy, not in spite of, but precisely because of and by means of, being in the world  (in saeculo et ex saeculo).
However, the Incarnation, while testifying to God‘s love for the world, is the mystery which reveals how the world itself must be ordered according to God and changed from within..
The Incarnation happened through a hidden kenosis, when the Son of God emptied
Himself and was humbled to the point of death on a cross.  Anyone who wants to be a disciple of Christ  must deny himself, take up his cross daily and follow Him, must be crucified to the world.	The  world, in fact, can only be changed by the asceticism of discipleship, because it is the new man, redeemed by Christ and constantly purified by penance, who builds the new society; it is the new man who ushers in a new way of being at the service of humanity, not against it.
Professing a form of evangelical life, living their consecration to God in the world and for the world,  and  ―transmitting  into  world affairs the genuine spirit  of the gospel‖ (Ritual, III. 46), Secular  Franciscans bear witness that the sanctification of the world necessarily occurs through the  sanctification of people, because this world cannot be transformed without the spirit of the beatitudes (cfr. LG 31).

********


THE NATURE OF THE SECULAR FRANCISCAN ORDER



What is the Secular Franciscan Order ?
A movement ? A Franciscan devotional parish group ? A lay Confraternity attached to
Franciscan Religious ?

Once we were called Franciscan Third Order. What does it mean ?
What is a third order today ? What was a third order at the time of Saint Francis ?

Why does the Church, today, say that we are a Public Association of Faithful ? What does it mean ?

What is the relationship with the friars of the First Order and of the Third Order Regular
? Are we still subjected to them ?

Many are questions but unfortunately the answers we hear around are almost always imprecise, inadequate, often wrong, generally not based on historical and juridical facts.

What  we  have  learned  on  the  Vocation,  the  Charism  and  the  Mission  of  Secular Franciscans, on  our Profession and what we shall learn on the History of the Secular Franciscan Order, show us that the Secular Franciscan Order is a venerable ecclesial entity founded by saint Francis, having a very precise form of life and a mission within the Franciscan Family, with its own peculiar characteristics.  Our SFO is an ecclesial entity standing out as one and unique in the history of the Church, largely  unknown which requires to be understood in its richness and in the yet unfathomed potentialities it can express in the life and in the mission of the Church in the world.
THE NATURE OF THE SECULAR FRANCISCAN ORDER



Benedetto Lino OFS



INTRODUCTION



What is meant by “nature” when we refer to the Nature of the SFO?

The  dictionary  defines  Nature  as  follows:  essential  character  or  constitution  of persons or things, distinguishing qualities, essence.
The nature, therefore, refers to the original constitution, the primary essence that makes any entity what it is and portrays it uniquely.  The nature of a man is different
from that of an animal and that of a house is different from that of a tree.

Another thing is the concept of ―identity‖.  Nature and identity are, in themselves,
distinct concepts.
Here‘s what the dictionary says about ―identity‖: attributes of a person, of a place, of a thing,  whereby  it is what it is and not something or someone else (identity >[lat.] idem=same).
Within the range of the human race we have different identities.   Every man, even
though by his very nature a human being, has his own identity, which is different from those of millions of others.
Finally, the nature and personal identity of anyone or anything is closely related to and determined  by whomever or whatever has given existence or life to them.  Nature
and identity are not, then, changeable at will, based simply on someone‘s decision or on a
whim.
In our specific case, the SFO is what it is, on the basis of the inspiration God has given to Francis and which was confirmed by the Church by means of her law.

What is the specific nature of the SFO?
The easiest answer would appear to be that of seeking what general definition of
Canon Law would be most suitable for the SFO and match up the two.
This method is, obviously, incorrect, in so far as a thing is defined by what it is, and
not, on the contrary, by taking a definition and adjusting the object to the definition. The nature of any entity should be determined first by
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examining the entity itself in as much depth as possible and studying its vital and essential characteristics.

Then, one can see how, and to what extent, such characteristics may correspond, more or less completely, to a pre-formed juridical definition.
It was not by chance that I used the word ‗pre-formed‘.  Let us not forget that the SFO
stands  in an uninterrupted  line of continuity with the Penitents of Assisi (of whom
Francis himself is the first and the founding father) and which, therefore, has existed for
almost 800 years!  For this very reason it is difficult ―to constrain‖ such a complex and
venerable reality into a general Code of Canon Law definition, written 768 years later!

The nature of the SFO is defined very precisely by 3 pivotal factors:

1.  Its genesis and the intention of the Founder, St Francis, based on the inspiration
he received from God who wanted its foundation.
2.  Its historical evolution.
3.  The will expressed by the Church through
§ the legislation which has provided25 for it and
§ the Magisterium of the Church herself, expressed by the Supreme Pontiffs through the course of history.

To examine the first and the second points, one must consider, in its whole context, the marvellous work (Little Flowers, Ch 10) which God intended to do through Francis and which, following Francis,  found its continued implementation not only in a single Order, but in an entire family, the Franciscan Family, in its three components: the First, the Second and the Third Orders, the Franciscan trilogy.

What is this Franciscan trilogy?

The  FRANCISCAN  TRILOGY  is  the  first  (and  only)  religious  experience, preordained to apostolic life, including three Orders, born simultaneously, designed to include all states of life.

Francis received from Christ very precise directions: “go, repair my house...”  The Pope confirmed  this to him and the plan became clear: to accomplish in themselves conversion and preach it to others (facere et predicare  poenitentiam).

Francis began work immediately and put all his confidence in the Spirit.
St Francis did not deliberately want to found three Orders.  In the institution of his three Orders, Francis let himself be guided solely by the Spirit of the Lord.  He welcomed this reality as it flourished in his hands, without any predetermined plan.
So, his three Orders were born and soon Francis realized that  all of them (each
according to its own condition) related to his own apostolic mission of restoring the house of the Lord and entrusted to his three Orders, in the fidelity to their vocations, the joint co-responsibility of mutual fraternal help, in their journey towards the Lord26.
Essentially,  saint  Francis  gave  his  three  orders  only  one  rule:  a  more  perfect observance of the Gospel, according to their state of life.
The commitment of a permanent conversion to the Gospel (facere poenitentiam) must
permeate the life of all three of the Orders.
In view of their preordained apostolic mission, the three Franciscan Orders are not
related among themselves hierarchically, but from the institutional point of view, they are



25 The Rule settles the nature, purpose and spirit of the SFO Art 4.2 CC.GG
26 A. Boni, OFM, Tres Ordines Hic Ordinat (TOHO), Ed. Porziuncola, Assisi, 1999, page 27.
on  an  equal  level  of  importance,   in  the  need  of  recognising  their  spiritual interdependence and their need of mutual assistance.

In the reformational context of the Fourth Lateran Council, St Francis is the first to be led to founding a religious trilogy.
Since he was unable, due to the prevailing Church laws in his times, to welcome into his ―apostolic  religion‖27   (institution) the communities of consecrated women and the men and women living in  their  own homes, saint Francis was obliged to institute the Second Order and subsequently the Third Order, as these two orders by their very nature need to be autonomous.

Due to the common origin and the shared mission and charism of the First, Second and Third Orders, the Secular Franciscan Order is not a mere Public Association of the Christian Faithful (we shall expand in greater detail on this concept later on): anyone who enters the First or the Second or the Third Order comes to belong to a single entity, willed by God  for the restoration of the  Church,  where each part is in an intimate communion with the others.

The Fourth Lateran Council, as well as sorting out the problem of religious life 28, also indicated the way for the re-organisation of the communities of the Order of Penitents.

The rule of Nicholas IV, then, provided a common legislative structure to all the fraternities of Franciscan penitents.29
Although the three Franciscan Orders institutionally are autonomous and independent,
and their autonomous existence is not conditional on their existence as a whole, their spiritual vitality needs their mutual support, rejecting the illusion of easy self-sufficiency.

We can summarise these fundamental elements of doctrine with three Latin phrases which are well placed to represent the wealth of concepts, used by Fr. Andrea Boni in his valuable and fundamental book ―Tres Ordines Hic Ordinat‖

27 ―Religion‖ corresponded to ―Institution of religious life‖. Here, we refer to the Order of Friars Minor, approved by Innocent III and the 4th Lateran Council.
28 The apostolic (Franciscan) ―religion‖ (religious institution) was added to the three already existing basic
forms of eremitical, canonical and monastic religious life (―religions‖).
29  ―The  foundation of the Third Franciscan Order was achieved by St Francis in accordance with  the provisions of the penitential law of the era, without the need of the specific constitutional approval of the Holy See.
The official documents were subsequently obtained. So it is wrong to think  that ―the constitutional approval‖ of the Third Franciscan Order came only with the Bull ―Supra Montem‖, issued by Nicholas IV on 18th  August 1289, as if determined by the official announcement of The New Rule of the Third Order Secular of St Francis.  The approval, according to the legal principles in place at the time, is attested by the testimony of the Legend of the Three Companions which, with reference to the approval of the three Franciscan Orders, reports: ... Each one of these three Orders was in its time approved by the Supreme Pontiff.  (L3C, chapter XIV, 60)
It was a papal approval that was direct and indirect at the same time: it was indirect in so far as the three
Orders were born in full accordance with and according to what was established by the common law of the Church, and was direct in that for these three Orders the Apostolic See renewed and granted measures and privileges partly new and partly renewed, because they had already been formerly granted to professed converts and to secular penitents. (A Boni)

1.	Tres ordines hic ordinat (Three were the Orders he arrayed).30
a.   Common founder
2.	Eiusdem corporis membra existentes (Existing as members of the same body) 31
a.   Same charism
b.   Same mission in different states of life, interdependent and complementary:	all three to accomplish the marvellous work.
3.	Funiculus triplex difficile rumpitur (A three-ply cord is not easily broken)
.32
a.   Independence and unity. b.   Vital interconnection.

The nature of our Order can begin to be outlined as follows:

§  a group of Christian lay faithful evangelically committed in their own condition of secular  life  for  a  full response to  the call to  follow Christ,  humble,  poor  and crucified like St Francis.

§  The Secular Franciscans, along with the brothers and sisters of the First and the Second Orders,  are committed to achieving the mission that God entrusted to Francis to repair his house, which is the Church, the Body of Christ, in all its manifestations,  so  that  it  can  fulfil  its   mission  of  salvation,  announcing  the conversion and the message of the Gospel to all creatures.  (Convert and believe the Gospel).

§  The Secular Franciscans, while not ‗religious‘ in the strict sense, are committed by means of a  real and personal “religious” Profession to witnessing to the new saving power of the Gospel, uniting themselves to the apostolate of the Brothers of the First Order and to the contemplation of the Poor Clares33.





30 Julian of Speyer The Divine Office, Antiphon for Lauds
31 Urban IV, Bull Spiritus Domini, 1. C, 671
32 Ecclesiastes 4, 12
33 So that Francis could accomplish the mission entrusted to him, Christ worked in him "a marvelous work" by conforming him to Himself in life and death (LMj, Chapter XIV, 4)); and to continue this, He inspired him to give life to a threefold militia (the knights of the dream of Spoleto, LMj, Chapter I, 3).
The 1st Order to make the apostolic life flourish;
The 2nd Order to give new energy to the contemplative life achieved through prayer and sacrifice;
The 3rd  Order to restore family and social life from within with people committed to live the Gospel values in the world.
All the three Orders are heirs of the mission and of the charism to accomplish it.
The reason for existing of Francis and his spiritual family is in this mission, as stated by Pope Paul VI:
“The vision of Innocent III of Francis sustaining the Lateran basilica, that is the Church, the mystical Body of Christ, in its historical and central, hierarchical and Roman expression, discerned the vocation and mission of the great Franciscan family " (The General Chapter OFM, 23/6/1967). - C. Piacitelli, OFM
But now we come to the third pivotal point: the will of the Church which is expressed in its law and in its Magisterium.

Lately  we  have  heard  objections  from  many  quarters:  Are  we  an  Order  or  an Association?   Today we are called the Secular Franciscan Order, before we were called the Third Order of Francis  and  before that, the Brothers and Sisters of the Order of Penitents of St Francis.
But, what is an Order?
And specifically, what does Third Order mean, a name which we have carried for 6 centuries?

Firstly, let us begin by clearing up the field of the widespread belief that the qualification of the first, second and third ―Orders‖ has a chronological significance.  The Franciscan penitential movement was not referred to as the ―third‖ Order because it was established after the first and second Orders, but because of its mixed composition.

The idea of three distinct orders or states of life (lay Christians, clergy dedicated to pastoral work,  monks and nuns dedicated to contemplation) with a hierarchy ranging from the lowest to the highest level of commitment to perfection goes back to St Gregory the Great (535-604).	Since 1161 the Order of  the Knights of Santiago (approved by Alessandro III), adopted the division in three orders, to distinguish the categories of the members, from the least to the highest:

first order for the married knights;
second order for the knights of perpetual continence;
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third order for chaplains and tutors.

Since 1201 the Humiliati of Lombardy extended the reach of the three orders or classes to include all people so they were no longer reserved solely for knights.  However, by the wish of the Pope (Innocent III) the hierarchy was reversed from maximum to minimum:

first order for clerics and nuns;
second for lay brothers and cloistered sisters
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third for committed lay men and women who stay in their homes and are free to marry.
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The Franciscan terminology is inspired by this historical and juridical set up, but with some variations:
first order for religious and clerics with vows;
second order for consecrated nuns
third order for men and women, married or single living in families and working in	secular life.

The name of the movement of Franciscan Penitents itself did not start off as ―third order‖ but as BROTHERS AND SISTERS OF THE ORDER OF PENANCE OF ST FRANCIS and
similar.  The name ―third Order‖ began to be used more, and not without some opposition from the penitents, from the end of the 13th century.

What does it mean for us today, to be called an Order?
Certainly, this is completely justified because of our history and our tradition which are venerable and which bring with them significant ecclesial and spiritual contents of the highest value, of which we should be fully aware and effective continuators.
The word ―Order‖, today, no longer has much meaning in modern34 language and for
the most part is just associated with Orders of Knights and with traditional religious Orders which  have their origins in medieval times.  Suffice it to say that the names of religious   institutions   established	later   were   no	longer   ―Orders‖	but	―Society‖,
―Congregation‖, etc.
In any case, it is a privilege for us to still hold the title of ―Order‖ to witness to our origin and glorious history, although this must not nourish childish feelings of superiority that, in fact, are not and would not even be understandable, given our charism.

The Popes, in the last two centuries, for the purpose of underlining our ―nature‖ and distinguishing us from simple confraternities and other lay groups, have always wanted to stress our ecclesial identity, defining us as a “true Order”.

Let us not forget, however, that there are other groups of lay faithful, committed apostolically, which do not go as far back as we do or do not have origins and structures similar to ours that also boast  the name of the third ―Order‖  (Dominican, Carmelite, Augustinian etc).  The new Code of Canon Law in the section of the Associations of the Christian faithful reserves a canon specifically for the ―third  orders‖  (303), as specific associations (together with clerical associations), which differ  from simple  public or private Associations of the Christian faithful.



THE SECULAR FRANCISCAN ORDER

The Secular Franciscan Order is a public Association in the Church.
OFS Gen. Const., art. 1.5 – (Code of Canon Law [CCL] 301 §3; 312; 313)

The SFO, as an  international public Association, is connected by a special bond to the Roman  Pontiff   from  whom  it  has  received  the  approval  of  its  Rule  and  the confirmation of its mission in the Church and in the world.
OFS Gen. Const., Art. 99.2

The  General  Constitutions  of the  SFO  open  and  close  with  these  two  fundamental statements which characterise the ecclesial nature of the SFO as:

A PUBLIC ASSOCIATION OF THE CHRISTIAN FAITHFUL



34 Except that for the professional organizations (Orders), where the meaning is that of social class, corporation, category.
v International
v Linked by a special bond with the Roman Pontiff,
§ who gave it its Rule and
§ confirmed its Mission in the Church and in the world

What is a Public Association of the Christian Faithful (PAF) according to the norms of the new Code of Canon Law (CCL)?

It is well known that Vatican II revolutionised the pre-existing ecclesiology restoring the position of the People of God as the primary and founding subject of the Church.
People of God > clerics-hierarchy-pastors > laity > religious.
This is the sequence according to which the subjects of ecclesiology are dealt with in
Lumen Gentium, in a progression of logical and theological significance, which reflects the strong push towards a Total Ecclesiology and Ecclesiology of Communion founded on ontology35  of baptismal  grace which restores the primary role of all the Christian faithful and in particular the lay Christians, who for a long time had been deprived of any substantial and juridical standing as subjects in the Church.
Now, the Code of Canon Law reflects all this  and reserves ample room for the possibility and the right of Christian faithful, and in particular of the lay faithful, to form
associations.
The Code reserves a substantial space to this subject, certainly unprecedented in the law of the Church.
The section of the Associations of the Christian faithful occupies Title 5 of the CCL, divided into 4 chapters and going from canon 298 to canon 329.

Here is its structure:
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First Chapter: Common Norms (298-311)
Second Chapter: Public Associations of the Christian Faithful (312-320) Third Chapter: Private Associations of the Christian Faithful (321-326) Fourth Chapter: Special norms for Associations of the Laity (327-329)

Let  us  now  give  a  very  brief  description  of  WHAT  ARE  PUBLIC  ASSOCIATIONS  OF
CHRISTIAN FAITHFUL according to the CCL:

Ø  Associations erected by the hierarchy  as corporations endowed with juridical rights.

Ø  The Hierarchy assigns them a canonical mission because these Associations are established to share in the pastoral mission of the Hierarchy.

Ø  They act in the name of the Hierarchy (in nomine Ecclesiae = in the name of the
Church).


35 On-Ontos (Greek)=being; logia (Greek)=study. Ontology refers to the existential state into which the
Divine Grace, received in Baptism, introduces us.
Ø  Their property is ecclesiastical.

Ø  They are totally subject to the authority of the sacred pastors:

§	Intervention in appointments and dismissals;
§	Nomination of chaplains or ecclesial assistants;
§	Possibility of appointing commissioners;
§	Statutes of the Association approved by the competent ecclesial authority;
§	Control over property.

The act of canonical erection by the hierarchy causes the Association to have a public character from  its  very inception, conferring it a  public juridical personality in the Church.

As a Public Association of the Christian Faithful, the SECULAR FRANCISCAN ORDER:

§  exists through a deliberate act of the will of the Church36 (it is the Church itself that wants its existence in as much as the Church considers that it needs the SFO),
§  is erected by the Holy See
§  is intimately connected to the life of the Church, from which it receives a specific
mission to be carried out in its name.

However,  looking  at  the  SFO  own  law,  we  can  underline  the  following  specific differences with respect to the Code definitions of Public Associations of Faithful:

1.  Hierarchy does not intervene in the nomination and removal of officers: SFO law allows it to elect its own ministers and councillors without the intervention of the Hierarchy. Removal by the hierarchy is obviously possible in extreme case.

2.  Spiritual  assistants  do  not  exactly  identify  with  the  ecclesiastical  assistants described in the Code. Moreover, by a special privilege granted to the SFO by the Holy See, they are appointed by the Major Superiors or by the General Ministers of the First Order and Third Order Regular, on request of the Fraternities and not by imposition.

3.  The Rule and the General Constitutions are approved by the Holy See. Statutes are approved by the same SFO authorities.

4.  The functions of control of property belong to the SFO. Only in case of disputes or of extinction of the Association, as a whole, would the Hierarchy dispose of the properties.

Reflection on these subjects, as described in the new Code, casts new and important light on the self-understanding of the SFO.  New light that reveals more completely the nature of our Order, for too long relegated to a reductive definition of a third Order, with all the

36 Stated and confirmed by the Church for 8 centuries.
consequent connotations of inferior and subordinate value that have characterized it in the last centuries.

In the context of the Code of Canon Law the general definition of Association (Can 298 §
137) indicates that the purpose of Associations is to enable the Christian faithful to be more or to do more38.
The definition of Third Order (can 303) refers to an association whose members lead an apostolic life and strive for Christian perfection39, living according to the spirituality of the religious institution which guides them.  One can infer, therefore, that the nature of a third Order, according to the norms of the Code of Canon Law, would presume that the
main purpose of third order members is to be more and not so much to do more. (A Boni, Quaderno Compi N. 6, FEDELI LAICI FRANCESCANI, 1990, page 54).
Being defined by the Church itself as a Public Association of Faithful (PAF) tells us how, in fact, we must not only be more but we must become such to work more, putting into
effect the canonical mission which the Church assigns to the PAF and which for us coincides with the very mission of the Franciscan family and finds its specific expression
in the Rule (6, 10, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19) and in the General Constitution (CC.GG).  The entire Title II of the CC.GG. (Articles 17-27) most clearly explains our mission and the
articles from 99 to 103 complete the description!

Before beginning this study, I would never have thought that, in fact, the SFO (and therefore I too) would be the subject of a specific mission entrusted to us expressly by the Church to be carried out at its mandate and in her own name! What a responsibility!

Moreover, considering carefully the teachings of the Popes directed to us, it stands out very clearly that in the last two centuries the Supreme Pontiffs 40 have made most explicit declarations and requests for the  SFO to carry out missions of vital importance in the Church.

This  is  a  most  important  point  to  be  highlighted  for  developing  and  of  growing awareness.



THE THIRD ORDERS TODAY

It seems that some of our brothers and sisters have some difficulty understanding what the SFO is.



37 Can 298 - §1. In the Church there are associations distinct from institutes of consecrated life and societies of apostolic life; in these associations the Christian faithful, whether clerics, lay persons, or clerics and lay persons together, strive in a common endeavour to foster a more perfect life, to promote public worship or Christian doctrine, or to exercise other works of the apostolate such as initiatives of evangelization, wor ks of piety or charity, and those which animate the temporal order with a Christian spirit.
38 By this, it is meant to strive just for spiritual perfection or for more concrete apostolic work.
39  A necessary aim for all the baptised regardless of whether they are a member of any group, secular or religious.
40 All the Popes from Leo XIII up to John XXIII were secular Franciscans!
Somebody even conjectured that, with the new General Constitutions, we are no longer
―an Order‖ but that we have been downgraded to ―a plain and simple association‖!!!41

Are we or are we not a third Order, according to the new Code of Canon Law? What do we have in common with the other third Orders?

Unfortunately, some people still have problems to consider, or still ignore, the true nature of the SFO for what it is, which, as we have already said, is not necessarily tied to a pre- formed Code42 definition.
How can a movement,
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born 8 centuries ago,
forerunner of an ecclesiology that has only been rediscovered in Vatican II, with a glorious history,
an essential member of the Franciscan trilogy preordained to a joint apostolic commitment,
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bearer of a very specific mission since its birth,
a direct heir of the charism of its founder, just as the brothers of the First and the sisters of the Second Order,
be constrained into a code definition written 8 centuries later, which was formulated with
the precise intent of regulating spirituality groups which have developed in the shadow of religious institutions and cannot lay claim to being directly founded by a specific founder, thus lacking a foundational charism, which they borrow from the Institute of Consecrated Life they belong to?

Let us see what exactly is a Third Order according to the norms of the present Code of
Canon Law.  Here is the exact text of canon 303 on third orders:

“Associations whose members share in the spirit of some religious institute while in secular life, lead an apostolic life, and strive for Christian perfection under the higher direction of the same institute are called third orders or some other appropriate name.”

The doctrine on the characteristics of “third orders” is reported by the experts as
follows:

A) From  L.  Chiapetta,  IL  CODICE  DI  DIRITTO  CANONICO  – COMMENTO  GIURIDICO-
PASTORALE,
(Vol. I, page 422, §1697)

41  Our brothers religious do not seem to have suffered an identity crisis because the new Code of Canon
Law no longer defines them ―orders‖ but ―only‖ Institutions of Consecrated Life!
42  Let us not forget that neither in the Rule, nor in the Constitutions is there ever any reference to a third order, less so is it said that the SFO is a third Order. Canon 303, which specifically refers to third orders, is quoted to refer to the altius moderamen, as this terminology is used only in this Canon. Altius moderamen
is a Latin term used in Canon 303, which expresses the higher duty to watch over non clerical associations
to avoid abuses and to guarantee fidelity to Christian doctrine and morals. In the case of the SFO this task has been entrusted by the Church to our brothers of the First Order and Third Order Regular to specifically guarantee fidelity to the Franciscan charism, communion with the Church and union with the Franciscan Family.

Third Orders are secular associations affiliated to a religious Institute. Their members:

live in the world
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dedicate   themselves   to   the   apostolate   and   strive   for   Christian   perfection, participating  in   the  spirit  of  the  religious  Institute  with  which  they  are associated
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operate under the higher direction of the same Institute (on which they depend) ACCORDING TO THE NEW CODE OF CANON LAW:
1. Any religious Institute may have  its own Third Order, without the need of any special privilege from the Apostolic See.
2. The review and approval of the statutes by the Holy See is necessary if the Third
Order has universal or international character.
3.  Religious members of an Institute may be part of the Third Order of another
Institute,  without  any  incompatibility:  it  requires  only  the  consent  of  their superior. (can 307, § 3)
4.  The same person can be enrolled in several Third orders of different religious
Institutes without any special authorisation. Canon 307 § 2.
5. According to Canon 303, the Third Orders follows the norms established for associations in general.



B) From Luis Navarro DIRITTO  DI  ASSOCIAZIONI  DI  FEDELI  – Giuffrè editore 1991, page192

1. They depend on the religious institutes
2. They follow their spirituality
3. They aim to achieve objectives of apostolate and Christian perfection
4. They live in the world

There is not complete agreement amongst the experts about the public or private nature of these  associations.	In fact, the section where Canon 303 is situated, is the General section, and not that for public or private associations.  Their definition precedes the distinction of the Associations of the Christian faithful, into public and private, thus leaving ―third Orders‖ to stand on their own together with another type of association: the
―clerical association‖.

Some affirm that third orders are Public Associations, on the other hand, others argue that the norm does not clearly determine their nature (“From the norm of the Code it is impossible to infer the public or private nature of third orders.” W. Aymans, Kirchliche Vereinigungen, Paderborn, 1988, page 42 – reported in a note by L Navarro, op. cit. page
193).
Others, still, argue that, although, by their nature, they are not public associations, the third orders participate, in some way, in the public character of the institute to which they
are united.	(Martin De Agar, Hierarchy and  Associations, cited  in a footnote in L. Navarro, op. cit. page 193)

Now, let us look more closely at our Secular Franciscan Order, comparing it to what
we have learned about the fundamental characteristics of a ―third order‖.


THIRD ORDERS

SECULAR FRANCISCAN ORDER

Secular associations  affiliated, associated
to a religious institute
Not associated or affiliated to First Order
or TOR. The SFO was born completely
autonomous and complementary to the other two Orders of the Franciscan Family.



They participate in the spirit of the
Institute to which they are affiliated
The SFO is part of the religious family
founded by St Francis, in his threefold
expression. It participates in the spirit of the entire family, and not of a single part of it. It has received the same charism and mission directly from the seraphic Father just like the First and the Second Order.
Depends on a religious institute
The SFO was born independent of the other
two Orders of the Family.
A religious member of an Institute can
become a member of the Third Order of
another Institute, without any incompatibility.
There is a marked difference with our law
which dictates exactly the opposite: article
2.1 of General Constitutions.
The same person can be a member of third
orders of different religious Institutes
without any special authorization.
This possibility is in contradiction with the
CC.GG (article 2.1): ―The vocation to the
SFO is a specific vocation that gives form to the life and the apostolic activity of its members‖
Any religious Institute may have its own
Third Order, without requiring any special permission from the Apostolic See.
The SFO is a Public Association of the
Christian faithful erected by the Supreme Pontiff and not by a religious institute. None of the three First Orders, nor the
TOR holds the SFO as ―its own third
Order‖.
The SFO has the privilege of being assisted
collegially by its religious brothers rather than by the bishops.

All in all, as we can see, the differences are many and substantial that distinguish the
Secular Franciscan Order  from a ―third order‖ as it defined by the Code.
On the other hand, the intention of the legislator is very clear, when it defines the SFO
twice as a Public Association of Faithful (Art 1.5 & art. 99.2).

From this observation, from the fact that a third order is not, by its nature, necessarily a public association of the Christian faithful, and considering that the legislator, if they had so wished, would have been able to expressly declare that the SFO is a Third Order, it seems obvious to draw the following conclusions:
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          The SFO is, in the Church, an Association of the Christian Faithful which is universal, constituted by the faithful and erected under the personal authority of the Supreme Pontiff.
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          As a  Public  Association,  the  SFO  enjoys  the  privilege  to  be  assisted pastorally and  spiritually by its brothers of the First Order and the TOR rather than the Bishops, though remaining under their jurisdiction for apostolic activities in their respective dioceses (article CC.GG 101.2)
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          The SFO is autonomous (has its own law) and united, living in fullness its secularity, to completely fulfil its role in the common mission of the Franciscan Family.
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          These three features, autonomy, unity, and secularity are the essential characteristics which make up the constitutive elements of the nature of the SFO.

The SFO has a its own particular law which, in a certain way, derives its inspiration more from the  laws of religious than from pure and simple associations of the Christian faithful.

The SFO,  in  some respects,  resembles a third  order,  while  not  having  the  basic characteristics mentioned in the Code of Canon Law.

The SFO follows, essentially, the norms of Public Associations of the Christian faithful, although marked  by many peculiarities that make it a Public Association of a unique kind, as we have seen.

Certainly, our denomination remains that of an ―Order‖, both for our historical origin and to underline the peculiarity and the uniqueness of our nature, charism and mission in the Church and in the Franciscan Family.

Certainly the SFO is and will always be  “t h e”   Third Franciscan Order, the same as always, in an uninterrupted continuity with the one founded by St Francis.

The new third order Code definition has not in any way changed its nature.

For our specific nature, and for the fact that we ―resemble‖  a third order (without, however, being one), the SFO is placed under the jurisdiction of the Congregation for the Institutes of Consecrated Life and the Society of Apostolic Life (for the internal life of the SFO itself) and under that of the Pontifical Council for the Laity (for the apostolic life on a world level).

This characteristic of “privileged Public Association” marked by special peculiarities puts us in a position of great responsibility in the Church and in the Franciscan Family. The same Supreme Pontiff,  John Paul II of blessed  memory,  in  his message to the General Chapter of 2002 defined the SFO  ―one  and unique” and exhorted us to be a
―model‖ with a clear implication to be a model to other secular and lay ecclesial entities
that could take inspiration from us and follow our example.
In  the  same  message  the  Holy  Father,  as  have  many  other  Pontiffs,  used  on  three
occasions the phrase ―The  Church expects of you‖,  showing that the Church and the Pope in  particular  have given us a mission and that the Church is anxious that  we understand it and accomplish with determination and fidelity this mandate.

Definitely, the study of the nature of the SFO, of Public Associations and of the many specific characteristics of the SFO, has enriched our understanding of our Order and it has revealed its greatness which, through no merit of our own, due to its origin, history and  nature,  surpasses  all  our  possible  expectations  and  renders  it  different  from  a
―simple‖ third Order and a ―straightforward‖ Association of the Christian Faithful.

As has already been said, this is has nothing to do with nurturing unfounded feelings of superiority with respect anyone (it would really not be in the nature of Franciscans), but serves us only to be conscious of the different nature, identity, specific characteristics and mission of the SFO compared to other groups that exist in the Church.
It involves understanding well who we are, to better enter into our role and identity in relation to our mission.
Every baptised person is called to be a witness, to strive for perfection of charity and, therefore, to sanctity.  Everyone.  For this reason, the other groups in the Church deserve
our respect and esteem.  Each of us, however, must fully assume our respective role to
faithfully implement God‘s plan for each one of us individually, as members of the SFO
and of the Franciscan Family.

THE OLD RULE

An examination of our old rules is most  important to discover the purity of our vocation and to situate ourselves in a continuity of thought and intention with those who have gone before us and who have bequeathed to us the history and nature of our Order.
From these rules it is often possible to infer riches that have fallen into oblivion and
which  need  to  be  restored  in  order  to  really  understand  who  we  are  as  secular
Franciscans.
In order to understand what was our ecclesial ―status‖ in the origins and how it has been redefined today, we have to briefly reflect on what our first papal appro ved Rule (Regula Bullata) stated with respect to those who came to be admitted to Profession in the Order:

―Furthermore,  We ordain and lay down that no one, after they have entered the fraternity, may leave, to return to the world. They may, however, freely pass to another
approved religious Order.‖   (Supra Montem Ch 2, page 64 Il TOF Orizzonti storici, M. Mannu)

A few very important conclusions can be drawn from this:
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 Entering into the Order and making Profession constituted and still do constitute a commitment which marks and embraces our whole life.43

file_168.png

file_169.wmf

 Profession put us (and still does) in a state which reminds us what St Francis describes in his Testament: …[I] left the world!  The spirit of this, today, is still the same of the evangelical  teaching: … in the world but not of the world, Jn
17:14-18
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 Our status was similar to that of the religious, as that of ecclesiastical subjects (may pass  ...  to  another approved  religious  Order).44   Today,  we cannot  we cannot  speak  in  the  same  terms,  but  our  Profession  remains  as  an  act  of consecration which, in some way, establishes us as consecrated lay persons for the Kingdom (... I consecrate myself to the service of His Kingdom ... Profession text)

I quote in full some reflections from fr. Andrea Boni.

―Jurists who have supported the ―ecclesiastical personality” of the Franciscan Third Order members did not consider this as granting a favour, but have examined the issue on the basis of an ontological reality, founded on the commitment to Christian life, which put those belonging to the Franciscan Third Order somehow on a par with the Religious in the strict sense (regulars).
The Council of Trent swept away the concept of religious in the broad sense and reduced the  Third  Order to a purely lay association without excessive pretences in the sphere of holiness.
Nonetheless, they could not sweep away the spiritual experience that the third order had achieved and which the Supra Montem had canonised45!
After so many centuries of psychological and juridical oppression, the pre-Tridentine historical past of the Franciscan Third Order comes to life again today in the context of the universal vocation to holiness of all the baptised and of the return to their roots for all religious movements, requested by the Council (Perfectae caritis).
The Second Vatican Council has refused to accept the Tridentine doctrine which
included  only  the  Religious  (a  monopoly  of  holiness)  in  the  ―state  of  perfection‖


43 - Profession incorporates the candidate into the Order and is by its nature a perpetual commitment.  (Rule
23; Gen. Const., 42.2)
- The vocation to the SFO is a specific vocation that gives form to the life and apostolic activity of its members. (Gen. Const. 2.1)
- ―... I promise to live all the days of my life ...‖. (The formula of Profession, Ritual 31).
44 On the level of spiritual commitment, St John Capistran, outstanding jurist as he was, situated the secular tertiaries midway between the lay Christian faithful and the religious Christian faithful, with a certain
leaning towards the latter. In effect, until the beginning of the 16th century, the Franciscan penitents were, to all intents and purposes, ecclesiastical people, exempt from military service and from civilian taxes.
45 In the sense of ―recognized and codified into an approved Rule, or Form of life‖.
(perfectionis  acquirendae)  but  has  affirmed  that  the  baptismal  state  is  a  state  of perfection,  insofar as it leads (can lead) to the acquisition of perfect love of God and perfect love for man.‖



GOVERNANCE OF THE ORDER –  OBEDIENCE –  NATURE OF AUTHORITY



THE GOVERNANCE

The  SFO  has  had  a  decentralised  structure of  government  for  7  centuries:  each individual  fraternity was sui iuris (of their own right) and had a relationship with the other fraternities only on the level of confederacy (monastic system).

Today the SFO has a centralised structure of government: it has acquired the self- awareness of being a single Fraternity also with respect to its structure and has decided to overcome the divisions occurred in the First Order.

We must become fully aware of these are concepts to acquire the necessary  sense of belonging without which entering an Order and seriously becoming part of it, would be a marginal matter without effects and consequences.
Let us not forget that the  Profession incorporates the person into the Order (Gen.
Const. 42.2 and Preliminary Notes of the Ritual, 14.c), into t he Order as a whole, and in a single body it is not possible to live without having the awareness of all the members that make it up.  We cannot pretend to not have hands or eyes, or ignore the fact that we have a heart or legs etc.   It is in the  awareness of our whole being that we can grow harmoniously and fully develop our vocation to live as a fraternity, to live the charism and accomplish the mission.

OBEDIENCE AND AUTHORITY

Although the nature of our centralised government resembles that of the religious, it is not quite the same.

The government of the religious is based on is the authority (fraternal and maternal) of the person who, at different levels, is elected to guide and erve the brothers (obedience to the Guardian, to the Minister provincial, to the Minister general).
The minister in the religious life is different from a minister in the SFO.  The religious
definitors, at different levels, even though they have authority, cannot by themselves limit the authority of their Minister.
It is quite different in the SFO.
Among us, there is the Council with its Minister and not the other way round.  The
Minister is obliged to do what the Council, of which he is a member and presides over, decides.

Secular Franciscans do not take a vow of OBEDIENCE
This would be impossible and incompatible with a life which is totally secular and lay, with work and family commitments.
The concept of obedience for Secular Franciscans is completely contained in article
10 of the Rule and in its final closing,46 as well as in the formula of our Profession (... I
promise to live the Gospel of Jesus Christ in the Secular Franciscan Order by observing its Rule of Life).
The Secular Franciscan lives the spirit of the evangelical counsel of obedience, which is obedience to  the Gospel, to the Church, to one‘s conscience and when someone is
challenged for faults against the Rule by those in charge, this has always to do with the obedience to the  Rule which we have promised to observe and not with obedience to
another person.

The  nature  of  the  authority  of  the  Order  should  be  understood,  also,  always according to the Spirit of the two verbs which we repeat in our Rule and Constitution: to animate and to guide.  Not command and prescribe.

The rule of subsidiarity, then, is crucial.
The local Fraternities are the fundamental units of the Order and in them live the
brothers and the sisters.  The Fraternities have (should have) a broad capacity for self- determination  and  what  they  are  properly  able  to  do,  they  must  do  without  undue intrusions of higher levels.
The regional and national governing bodies are liaison and coordination structures
and not of absolute command.
They are facilities designed to offer service, guidance and to guarantee legality, and
their primary objective is to serve, link up, coordinate and, always, animate and guide.

These governing bodies, certainly, have also authority and this authority expresses itself in:

§	admitting and receiving to Profession the candidates in the name of the Church
§	presiding elective Chapters of Fraternities of lower levels
§	the possibility of suspending or removing from office or from the Order
§	the approval of Statutes (local, regional, national and even international)
§	performing fraternal visits, where the visitor has the authority and the duty, to
suggest and sometimes impose measures, when the fraternity is violated or the Rule is manifestly ignored or, in general, when there are objectively serious problems.

It is worth repeating, once again, that the Minister is not the ―absolute master‖ of the Fraternity.	This  is  something that is still not well understood and which needs to be stressed forcefully.  The election of a Minister does not confer the power to do what they

46 Rule Art. 10.‖ United themselves to the redemptive obedience of Jesus, who placed his will into the Father's hands, let them faithfully fulfil the duties proper to their various circumstances of life. Let them also follow the poor and crucified Christ, witness to him even in difficulties and persecutions.‖
The final closing: ―May whoever observes all this be filled in heaven with the blessing of the most high Father, and on Earth with that of His beloved Son, together with the Holy Spirit, the Comforter...‖  The Blessing of St Francis.
like (including the free use of Fraternity funds) but only the power to serve the brothers and the sisters, to watch over them and love them (Gen. Const. 31.2).
Let us remind ourselves often how St Francis understood his responsibility as a guide and we shall never err.

RELATIONSHIP WITH THE RELIGIOUS AND ASSISTANCE

The First Order finds itself in a position in which it must offer the service of spiritual assistance, not because of a law laid down by St Francis, nor on its own initiative (which would not have been accepted),  but because of an explicit demand on the part of the Apostolic See.

Before the Supra montem Rule, there were problems (they were not the first, nor will they be the  last!) with the First Order (St Bonaventure and the 12 reasons why the brothers should not promote the Order of the Penitents).
This, among others, is a formidable witness to the complete juridical and institutional
autonomy that exists between the First and the Third Order.

Even in the context of the current legislation of the Church, one must not forget that fundamentally it is not the First Order which has obtained the ―privilege‖ (canon 315) of jurisdiction over the Third Order (altius moderamen) but it is the Third Order that has obtained the privilege from the Apostolic See  (canon 312 §3) of being under the jurisdiction of the First Order, on account of their spiritual good.

The relationship of the SFO with the Franciscan religious is clear from what is said above.
Our Rule puts it very clearly and states that ... in various ways and forms but in life- giving union with each other, they (the brothers and the sisters of the three Orders) intend
to make present the charism of their common Seraphic Father St Francis in the life and the mission of the Church.

There are three aspects which characterize this relationship:

A  relationship  of  equality,  complementarity,  intimate  and  reciprocal  life-giving communion, mutual assistance and collaboration for an exchange of gifts and experiences between brothers and sisters to carry out the mission entrusted to Francis by God.

A relationship of necessity regarding the spiritual and pastoral assistance that the Church, by way  of privilege, has granted to us to receive from our religious brothers, rather than through the  ministry  of Bishops:  the  fraternity and  the  solidarity of the mission of the Franciscan Family are regarded as a higher good to preserve with respect to the norms of the Code of Canon Law itself.

A relationship of obedience and safeguard in the case of vigilance on behalf of the
Church, altius moderamen, which as we all know refers to fidelity to the charism to
communion with the Church and to union with the Franciscan Family (Gen. Const.
85.2).
This service by the religious is carried out not by virtue of a privilege accorded to them or as a result of St Francis will (Francis did not determine this at all), but for the explicit will and disposition of the Church (see Rule, Constitutions, Statutes for Spiritual Assistance) and is exercised through:

the erection of fraternities the pastoral visit
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the spiritual assistance at various levels.



GENERAL CONCLUSIONS

1.	The SFO, or Franciscan Third Order (formerly Brothers and Sisters of the Order of  Continents or Penance instituted by St Francis), since its origin, is a group of lay Christian faithful evangelically committed in their own condition of secular life for a full response to  the  call to follow Christ, humble, poor and crucified, like Francis.
It is an integral and constituent part of the Franciscan Trilogy founded by St
Francis and preordained to the apostolic mission entrusted to him by Christ.

2.	The mission of the Secular Franciscans, along with the brothers and sisters of the First and Second Orders is summed up in the command from the Crucifix to Francis to repair his house, which is the Church, the Body of Christ, in all its expressions,  so  that  it  can carry out  its  mission of salvation  announcing  the conversion and the proclamation of the Gospel to all creatures.

3.	Secular Franciscans, though not ―religious‖ in the strict sense, committed themselves by way of a real and authentic ―religious” Profession to give witness to the salvation news of the Gospel, by associating themselves to the apostolate of the Brothers of the First Order and Third Order Regular and to the contemplation of the Poor Clares.
Their Profession, a true and authentic consecration, is perpetual, public and
solemn, and is for the Secular Franciscans a commitment which marks and embraces the  whole of life. It establishes them as consecrated lay people for the Kingdom (cf ... I consecrate myself to the service of His Kingdom... from the liturgy for Profession).

4.	The  SFO  is  in  the  Church  a  Public  Association  of  the  Christian Faithful having a universal character, which is made up by the faithful and is erected as a juridical person by the Supreme Pontiff himself, from whom it has received the Rule and the confirmation of its mission in the Church and in the world.
The SFO  enjoys the  privilege to  be assisted  pastorally and  spiritually  by  its brothers of the First Order and the TOR, rather than the Bishops.

5.	The SFO is one and autonomous (has its own law), and lives in fullness its secularity  to   accomplish  the  common  mission  of  the   Franciscan  Family. Autonomy,  unity,  and  secularity  are essential  characteristics and  constituent elements of the very nature of the SFO.

6.	Its specific nature, although not fitting the juridical context of a third order, according to the Code of Canon Law, places the SFO (as for ―third orders‖) under the jurisdiction of the Congregations of the Institutions of Consecrated Life and of the Society of Apostolic  Life (for life and internal discipline) and under  that  of the  Pontifical Council for  the Laity  (for  worldwide apostolic activity).

7.	The SFO is neither a ―simple‖ third order nor a ―plain‖ public association of the Christian faithful.  Its nature is fully defined by its foundational origins, its history and in its legislation.
The SFO is, and always will be,  “t h e”   Third Franciscan Order, as it always has been, in uninterrupted continuity with the one founded by St Francis.   The
new Code of Canon Law definition of the third order has not changed its nature.

8.	The SFO has a centralised government structure and has acquired the awareness of being one single fraternity also from a structural point of view, overcoming the divisions that have occurred in the First Order.  This awareness has to grow up and reach also the smaller and remoter local Fraternities to acquire the necessary sense of belonging without which entry  into an Order does not make sense.

9.	Profession incorporates the individual person into the whole Order and not only into a local fraternity.  Only by being aware that we belong to the Order as a whole, can we fully appreciate our vocation to fraternity and make present  the charism of St  Francis  in the  life and the mission of the Church, individually and as an Order.

10.	Secular Franciscans do not take a vow of obedience.  Secular Franciscans live in the spirit of the evangelical counsel of obedience, which is the obedience to the Gospel, to the  Church, to the Rule and to one‘s own conscience.	The obedience to those who have been placed in charge, is always tied, and therefore refers, to the obedience to the Rule which we have promised to observe.

11.	Our  centralised  governance,  although  similar  to  that  of  religious,  is substantially different and the nature of authority in the SFO is different from that of the religious.
The position of minister in religious life is different from that of a minister in the SFO.	The  Minister  of  the  SFO  does  not  have  the  personal  authority  of government towards the  Fraternity.	That authority resides primarily with the Council of the Fraternity.  In the SFO, there is the Council with its Minister and
not vice-versa.   This is a reality that is still not well understood and should be robustly  inculcated into people.   The election of a Minister does not confer the power to do what he  wants, but only the power to serve the brothers and the sisters, to watch over them and love them (cf CC.GG 31.2) and to put in practice the decisions of the Fraternity and the Council (cf cc.gg 51.1).

12.	The  nature  of  authority  in  the  Order  must  be  always  understood according to  the spirit of two verbs which are repeated in our Rule and in our Constitution: animate and guide.  Not command and prescribe.

13.	The rule of subsidiarity47 is fundamental. The local Fraternities are at the heart of the  Order: in them live the brothers and sisters.   The Fraternities have (should have) a large  capacity of self determination and what they are able to correctly do, they should do, without unnecessary intrusion of the higher levels.

14.	The	regional,   national   and   international	governing   bodies	are structures  of  liaison  and  coordination.	They  are  structures  which  provide security  and service which as their primary objective have to  serve, connect, coordinate, and, most of all, to animate and guide.
The SFO governing bodies are also endowed with authority.
This authority expresses itself particularly in:

§	admitting and receiving to Profession the candidates in the name of the
Church
§	presiding elective Chapters of Fraternities of lower levels
§	the possibility of suspending or removing from office or from the Order
§	the approval of Statutes (local, regional, national and even international)
§	performing fraternal visits, where the visitor has the authority and the duty,
to suggest and sometimes impose measures, when the fraternity is violated or the Rule  is  manifestly  ignored  or,  in general,  when there are objectively serious problems.

15.	The relationship of the SFO with the Franciscan religious is based on what is indicated in our Rule that says: ... in various ways and forms but in life- giving  union  with  each  other,  they  (the  brothers and  the  sisters of the three Orders) intend to make present the charism of their common Seraphic Father St Francis in the life and the mission of the Church.  It follows that both spiritual assistance  and  the  altius  moderamen  must  always  be  referred  to  life  giving reciprocity and to the fraternal bond that links indissolubly the three Orders of the Franciscan Family.  From this stems the necessity, inherent to our vocation, of a mutual spiritual dependence and of a mutual assistance.



47  Subsidiarity is intended as: an organizing principle that matters ought to be handled by the smallest, lowest or least centralized competent authority. The Oxford English Dictionary defines subsidiarity as the idea that a central authority should have a subsidiary function, performing only those tasks which cannot be performed effectively at a more immediate or local level
The awareness of and deep reflection on the nature of the SFO form the substance of our
―being‖ Secular Franciscans, and make us aware of the greatness of our vocation, of the
mission we have received and of the extraordinary charism which we bear together with the other Brothers and Sister of the Franciscan Family.

The Church, in every age, has relied on the Secular Franciscan Order, entrusting to it missions of the highest responsibility.  Has the SFO been up to the task?  Is it now? This is an issue on which the Order  as a whole, and every single Secular Franciscan, must question themselves with all seriousness.
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THE ESSENTIAL ROLE OF HISTORY IN FORMATION

Why is our understanding of the historical development of the SFO so important for the initial formation?

Knowledge of our history brings us back to our roots, to the plentiful sources of grace at work in St.  Francis, which enabled him to fulfill God‘s plan, which through him, is extended to all those who are called by God to follow in his footsteps.  There is a line of continuity connecting us to those who have gone before us in the same Family, in the way this family has developed and lived out its vocation down through the centuries.

Knowing our history puts us in contact with our genuine sources of grace and enables us to  recognize  down the years the true path of our vocation, charism and  mission whether it has been modified or weakened, or led astray from what God intended.

Knowing our history enables us to continue along the path God has ordained for us and not to betray it by a spirit of self- sufficiency and self-referentiality.

Our history teaches us the errors of the past which are not to be repeated.   It is a source of self-knowledge enabling us to follow the example of so many brothers/sisters who down the years have lived up to the highest ideals of our vocation.

History can teach us how to concretely live out our vocation in the present, balancing a life of nature and grace in a modern setting.  It helps us to reinterpret our vocation for modern life while remaining faithful to our spiritual roots.

Our understanding of our history is essential to enable us to avoid an abstract and unreal  formation  programme.	This is true in reference to both initial and continuing formation.  Each day, as we continue life‘s journey, we should ask God for the wisdom to interpret the signs of the times which point out for us God‘s plan here & now in our own day and in continuity with the original  plan given to St. Francis and the  Franciscan family.

We  have  spoken  in  previous  lessons  of  individual  vocation  and  also  about  the exemplary vocation of ‗founders‘, like Francis, given by God for the life of the Church.
We have also spoken about the constitutive charism given by God to Francis for the
ongoing life of the Church and how this charism and mission continue to live in history
through saint Francis followers.   This is how we ourselves as secular Franciscans, are directly involved in a project which is intimately connected with that of St. Francis and is intended by God for the good of humanity.
Brothers & sisters, becoming familiar with our own roots enables us to make history
in the truest sense, as willed by God for the welfare of our sisters & brothers in the whole human family.



THE  „NOVITAS FRANCISCANA‟48

Francis of Assisi introduced into the life of the Church and of the world something new and original which has not yet been sufficiently valued and appraised. We need to be fully aware of this in  order to fully understand and appreciate our role as authentic followers of Saint Francis.

For the greatness of this ‗Novitas‘ let us hear some witnesses

―We have never sufficiently reflected on the ground breaking and providential novelty introduced  by  Francis  into  the  Church  and  world  of  his  day  and  the  lack  of comprehension of the new innovative dynamism of „novitas Franciscana‘ among his companions and followers should provide us with a continual warning.  Such lack of comprehension has in fact found expression in many  and  varied institutionalized forms in Franciscan life which have not always remained faithful to  the genuine Franciscan spirituality and mission in the Church.‖
(Andrea Boni, La Novitas Franciscana)

―After   Christianity   itself,   the   Franciscan   movement   is   the   greatest   popular achievement recorded in history.‖
(E. Renan, Nouvelles études d‟histoire religeuse, Paris 1884)

―St. Francis accomplished a huge step forward in Christianity, a step which has not yet been sufficiently recognised: he succeeded in introducing the popular masses to religion.‖
(Chateaubriand, Mémoires d‟outre-tombe, 1803-1846)

―St.  Francis  saved  the  Church  in  the  13th   century,  and  his  spirit  has  remained extraordinarily alive from then to today.  We need him. If we really desire it, he will return.‖
(Paul Sabatier, Etudes inédites sur St. François d‟Assise, Paris 1932)

―And in regard to this ‗Novitas‘, Father Luciano Canonici did not hesitate to define the  Secular   Franciscan  Order  as  ―the   masterpiece  of  all  the  moral  &  social reconstruction accomplished by St. Francis.‖

48  Novitas is a Latin word meaning novelty. By speaking of Novitas we refer to the new and essential elements introduced by saint Francis of Assisi in the Ecclesiology of his time and in religious life.
(Studi e testi sul TOF, Rome, 1967)

It is above all, about this ‗Novitas‘, that we should talk, because it is here that we find our roots.	Roots  which,  for us secular  Franciscans,  have somehow ―faded  into the distance‖ because of the historical vicissitudes that have affected us and have culminated in  what  we  call  ―obedientiality‖49.   However,   even  though  obedientiality  kept  us
connected to the Family, it contributed towards the loss of the authentic understanding of our own movement within the Franciscan family and in the Church.

The Second Vatican Council has remodelled the theology of the Church, bringing it back to its original purity and at the same time projecting it into the 3rd  millennium.  The Council‘s  reflection  on  the  Church  reaffirms  the  universal  call  to  holiness  for  all followers of Christ without any distinction based on the fundamental grace of baptism. This has led to the development of a new theology of the laity, in the perspective of an Ecclesiology of Communion50, which recognizes  the  lay people as  fully  responsible subjects in the mission of the Church, thus reopening perspectives that are as yet largely unplumbed.
This  ecclesiological  approach  and  practice  was  already  at  the  basis  of  the groundbreaking novelty (the Novitas Franciscana) introduced, under divine inspiration, by St. Francis into the Church of his own time in the 13th century.  Francis, it could be said, anticipated the theology of Vatican II, going back to the Gospel purity of the origin,
he  restored  and  renewed  the  Church  by  acknowledging  full  citizenship  for  all  the members of the ecclesial family (clergy, men and women, religious and laity) to assume together the responsibility for spreading the gospel of Christ.

With Francis a NEW FORM OF THE RELIGIOUS LIFE was inaugurated, the Apostolic one,  which  together  with  those  already  existing  (monastic,  eremitical  &  canonical) conferred completeness and solidity to the different forms of the religious life.

The  Apostolic  life  of  St.  Francis  and  his  first  companions  began  with  their
―conversion‖ experience which consisted in a program of personal interior transformation joined to  offering  this gift of personal illumination to others: i.e. being converted and preaching conversion.
Interior conversion for Francis meant recognition of the universal fatherhood of God
over the whole of creation and recognition of the universal brotherhood of mankind with


49 From 1471 to 1978 the Franciscan Third Order was put under the governance of the religious of the First Order and Third Order Regular. The Order was practically split in 4 branches each under the respective Franciscan Religious Order (Obedience). This state of affairs was defined inside the Franciscan Family as ―Obedientiality‖.
50     The Final Report of the 1985 Extraordinary Synod names the implication of the Council's teachings: "Because the Church is communion there must be participation and co-responsibility
at all of her levels". It's a question of rendering more visible the presence of the Risen Christ in
the midst of the entire People of God gathered in communion in his name. Relations between Bishops, priests and deacons, between Pastors and the entire People of God, between clergy, lay and Religious, between associations and ecclesial movements must all be clearly characterized by communion.
the whole of the created order.	Francis and his companions were first known as the
―penitents of Assisi‖.

With Francis the feminine contemplative monastic life found a new expression (the Franciscan one) through Clare of Assisi - the Poor Clares – devoted to total poverty in imitation of the God who gives away everything.

With  Francis  the  penitential  movement  finds  new  impetus  and  energy  and  his exceptional charism to bring the Gospel of Christ into every aspect of human life.

The Franciscan Trilogy takes shape and thus the Franciscan family anticipates the theology of Vatican II.

Francis turned back in order to prepare the way forward.	He returned to Gospel values and to the early apostolic experience, to restore the eternal news of the Gospel of Christ, always overlaid by human structures which tend to overcome the essentials.

He restored to RELIGIOUS PROFESSION  its character of personal individual spousal alliance  with Christ rather than an adherence to human institutions.	The  Franciscan
―Novitas‖  renews and  reasserts within  the Church the same kind  of life that  Christ
indicated to the Apostles, calling them to follow him, each called by his own name.51

The ITINERANCY  (being always on the move) is reborn, and Francis, like another Christ returned to the earth with his apostles, wanders the pathways of the world with his first companions.

FRATERNITY, an essential evangelical value for anyone who wishes to follow Christ, is given a central role by Francis, following the experience and example of Christ and His apostles.
In this regard the words of Cardinal Roger Etchegaray, spoken at the great Franciscan
Jubilee in St. John Lateran (9th April 2000) are enlightening:

―to educate humanity to a truly fraternal form of life – this was the mad dream, the audacious project, the determined program of Francis and his first companions.  Francis has demonstrated through  his own life how evangelical brotherhood, far from being a utopian dream, can be lived out day by  day; men from different backgrounds living together, free from any tendency to dominate … The immediate contact with the Gospel lived fully and literally (sine glossa) provoked an explosion of contagious and vibrantly joyful fraternity around Francis.
Franciscan fraternity made its appearance as a prophetic image of a humanity where
everyone is fully recognized and accepted as a brother or sister; where the gospel has recovered a joyful messianic note and has become again the hope of the world...
The full measure of his fraternal horizon is found in the Canticle of Creation where human  fraternity  gives  way  to  cosmic  fraternity,  giving  it  not  only  an  ecological



51 Andrea Boni, OFM, ―La Novitas Franciscana nel suo essere e nel suo divenire.
character, but an intimate solidarity (consanguinity, in the original) with the whole of creation.
Never has the Franciscan charism been more opportune in order to bring the total
Christ to a blown up world which fears such a global solidarity of all peoples without
exclusion of anyone.  A universal fraternity, a universal solidarity which is not selective according to ones own interests or convenience: we choose friends and not brothers and sisters, which renders fraternity very burdensome due to its indelible character.‖

There  is  now  added  to  the  decentralized  structure  of  existing  religious  life  a CENTRALIZED    FRANCISCAN    STRUCTURE 	(minister	general,	provincial	ministers, guardians)  DIRECTLY  AT  THE  SERVICE  OF  THE  UNIVERSAL  CHURCH: an  apostolic fraternity for the whole world, not tied to territory, and directly dependent on the Supreme Pontiff.

Announcing the Good News is confided to BOTH CLERIC AND LAY MEMBERS.

―We begin to understand what this Novitas Franciscana is.  It has a grandeur which we have not fully understood in its full reality.
Practically all the orders founded after the Fourth Lateran Council (1215), with some minor  exceptions  in the monastic world, take their rule from the apostolic Franciscan Rule.‖52

The Crucifix of San Damiano entrusted a mission to Francis:  ―Francis, go and repair my Church which, as you see, is all in ruins‖, and to enable Francis to fulfill his mission, Christ  brought  about  in  him  ―a  marvellous  work‖,  transforming  him  into  His  own likeness both in life and in death (LMj XIV, 4); and, in order to continue the mission, inspiring him to raise up a triple army (LMj I, 3).

Each of these three Orders RAISED UP BY FRANCIS,
HAS INHERITED HIS mission and the charism in order to fulfill it.

The „raison d‟être‟ of Francis and his spiritual family lies in this mission, as Pope
Paul VI affirms:
―The vision of Innocent III of Francis upholding the Lateran Basilica, i.e. the Church as
the mystical Body of  Christ, in its historical and central, hierarchical and  Catholic expression, has foretold the vocation and mission of the great Franciscan family.‖ (to the OFM General Chapter, June 23, 1967)
For the First Order (apostolic) St. Francis found himself heading into a completely new
experience to build anew, while for the Second Order (monastic) and for the Third
Order (penitential) he has reanimated something already existing.

The Order of Penitents is practically as old as the Church itself.   St. Francis held existing ecclesiastical institutions in great respect and would never have interfered with the penitential institution of the Church if the ―penitents‖ had not been attracted by the new form of apostolic religious life as expressed in a convincingly concrete way by the

52 Andrea Boni OFM, Lecture to Secular Franciscans of Latium, Italy, 19 January 2001
teaching and example of Francis himself.  So it is that these new penitents wished to link their penitential renewal to the name of Francis and his spirituality.  From the renewed pledge of these new penitents flourished, under the guidance of St. Francis, the Order of Franciscan Penitents.

The Franciscan penitents, therefore, assumed the specific characteristics to become the secular and lay expression of the religious apostolic experience of saint Francis, just as the Poor Clares represented its feminine monastic cloistered expression.

Consequently,  Franciscan penitents (and  that  includes us,  Secular  Franciscans of today) are lay Christians committed to the Gospel, called to a full response, in their state of life, to follow Christ, humble, poor, and crucified, just as the brothers of the First Order and the sisters of the Second Order, each in their own state of life.
Secular Franciscans, while not ‗religious‘  in the strict sense, pledge themselves by
means of a true and proper ‗religious‘ Profession to bear witness to the new salvific power of the  Gospel, while associated with the apostolate of the Brothers in the First Order and with the contemplative life of the Poor Clares.

In the final analysis, St. Francis has given to his three Orders a single rule: a more perfect observance of the Gospel, each according to their own condition of life.

This is, in a very succinct summary, the NOVITAS FRANCISCANA ! Let us now take a step backwards.
Some historians have tried to maintain that Francis did not found a Secular Order of Penance.  There are also those who minimize the role of the secular Franciscan penitents in the founding process and in determining the spiritual and juridical character of their Order.
This is obviously not true, as we have already partly seen, and we can affirm with
certainty that:

§	Francis is the founder of his Order of Penitents
§	The three Orders of the Franciscan family take their origin independently of each
other while at the same time being part of the same project.
§	The secular penitents have played an essential part in defining their own juridical
status and in the development of their history

First, however, it is important to clarify some fundamental points about the nature of the penitential state  in the Church at the time of Francis and before his time.   It is not a question of going over the whole  history in detail but of making  some fundamental observations.

THE „ORDER OF PENITENCE‟  IN HISTORY

Penitence –  conversion

Conversion – penance – metanoia consists in turning away from sin and returning to the previous state of friendship with God according to the teaching of Jesus (metanòeite), for a total adhesion to Christ.   It consists in a constant religious attitude of soul and a permanent consecration of self to a new style  of life, both interior and exterior, but especially interior.  (Isidore of Seville 601-636)

The penitential movement is connected to the development of the law and practice of the Church about the manner in which pardon for sin after Baptism was obtained.
The doctrine of penance is based on the obvious fact that a Christian who commits
grave sin after baptism is not completely lost and can be pardoned by Christ after turning away from sin  and  ―doing  penance‖.	The criterion adopted, however, was that  the penance  after baptism could take place only once and it was considered as a ‗second baptism‘ in a restricted sense i.e. just as baptism itself could not be repeated so also this second absolution and penance could not be repeated!

This doctrine began to develop in the 3rd  century.   Conversion of heart had to be connected  to  external  acts  of  penance:  prayer,  fasting,  almsgiving,  public  acts  of humiliation. Penitents were excluded from the Eucharist.  They could only return to receive Holy Communion after an official period of expiation.

In the 4th  century, those admitted to penance formed part of a special group called the ‗Order of Penitents‘.  The admitting ceremony took the form of a liturgical imposition of hands, which in essence was considered as an admission to the ―Order‖.

The situation, however, had become so inflexible that bishops were very cautious to admit penitents and the penitents also tended to postpone admission to the end of their life.
In this period, the 5th century, a new development took the form of  voluntary penance.

While not excluded as „sinners‟, some people entered the Order of Penitents in a voluntary capacity and remained subject to the penitential legal process as a way of seeking perfection, remaining in the “Order for the entire duration of their life.

From the 6th  & 7th  century the system of tariffed penance developed leading to a practice of  vicarious penance.	This created a distinction between public and private penance, between those doing public penance and those devoting themselves to voluntary penance.

Many different social forms of ‗penitence‘ existed:
§	Husbands & wives
§	Pilgrims
§	Hermits
§	Oblates
§	Virgins (not liturgically consecrated)
§	Recluses, pietists

The accepted practices included:

1.  Wearing penitential clothing: tunic, staff, satchel, sandals and Tau
2.  Working  in  hospitals,  with  lepers,  pilgrims,  rebuilding  churches,  burying  the
dead, with epidemics
3.  Dedicating oneself to a life of prayer
4.  Taking  on the  obligation  of complete continence  for  unmarried  and  periodic continence for married couples
5.  Avoidance of popular festivals, dancing & banquets
6.  Refusal of public office (judge or advocate)
7.  Refusal of military career, carrying weapons, & participating in war
8.  Abstaining from commercial activity
9.  No travelling by horse or donkey !

Such customs and rules remained more or less identical from the 5th century to the time of Francis.  How times have changed!

Obviously today there is a different understanding about how authentic faith is expressed in social terms.   However, we can learn from the ―spirit‖ of these secular penitents and how best  to transfer this spirit  into our own times if we recognize ourselves as the authentic successors of these Franciscan penitents. And this cannot be taken for granted for all of us!
St. Francis himself, as we have seen, was one of these penitents.

THE  TIME  OF  FRANCIS  AND  THE  START  OF  THE  ORDER  OF  PENITENTS  OF  SAINT
FRANCIS

In the historical context of the Church and the world at the time of Francis, not all the penitents were in perfect consonance with the hierarchical Church.  Clerical corruption, the worldliness of the hierarchy, the lax and often abusive conduct of the clergy provoked reactions that frequently broke out into dissociation from the hierarchical Church or even into heresy.
Francis led off in a different direction.  As a penitent he sought God with all his heart and, above all, aimed at a personal conversion.  He saw the Church as the Body of Christ and viewed it not as a critic but as an obedient son.  Francis sought out the Pope in order to journey within the Church.	Francis restored  the Church, not through criticism but through sanctity.

So, Francis, after having received the approval of the Pope to live according to the
―form‖ of the holy Gospel, began to preach in public with startling results:

―… many, casting aside earthly concerns, gained knowledge of themselves in the life and teaching of  the most blessed father Francis and aspired to love and reverence for their Creator.	Many people,  well  born  and lowly,  cleric and lay, driven by  divine inspiration, began to come to saint Francis, for they desired to serve under his constant training and leadership. All of these, the holy one of God, like a fertile stream of heavenly grace, watered with showers of gifts and he adorned the filed of their hearts with the flowers of perfection. He is without question an outstanding craftsman, for through his spreading message, the Church of Christ is being renewed in both sexes according to his form, rule and teaching,  and there is victory for the triple army of those being saved. Furthermore, to all he gave a norm of life and to those of every rank he sincerely pointed out the way of salvation.‖ (1Cel 37)

St. Bonaventure echoes the words of Celano:

―… He went about the cities and towns proclaiming the Kingdom of God not in words taught by  human  wisdom, but in the power of the Spirit. To those who saw him, he seemed to be a person of  another world as, with his mind and face always intent on heaven, he tried to draw them all on high. As a result the vineyard of Christ began to produce buds with the sweet smell of the Lord and, when it  had produced flowers of sweetness, of honor, and of respectability, to bring forth abundant fruit. For set on fire by the fervor of his preaching, a great number of people bound themselves by new laws of penance according to the rule which they received from the man of God. Christ‟s servant decided to name this way of life the Order of Brothers of Penance.
As the road of penance is common to all those who are striving toward heaven, so this way of life admits clerics and lay, virgins & married of both sexes.‖ (LMj, Chapter IV, 6)

These are but two examples.

Historians tell of an immediate exponential increase of people who bound themselves to these  penitential laws from 1215 onwards.  It is not by chance that this happens to be the year in which the first Form of Life was given by Francis to his penitents (the Earlier Exhortation to the Brothers and Sisters of Penance, Prologue of our present Rule).
Francis constantly followed his penitents closely and fondly. The First Order (1209) and the Second Order (1211) have already blossomed in his hands and the Third (1215) begins to take shape.
Francis had no  intention of founding any religious order.	Saint  Francis allowed
himself to be guided exclusively by the Spirit of the Lord in the institution of his three Orders.	He  welcomed the reality of what was happening as it was flourishing in his hands without any predetermined plan.  Francis only realized that these three Orders (each according to its own condition) were related to his apostolic mission of restoring the House of the Lord.  And, ―… the Third Order, originating from the teaching of
Francis, juridically, was born fully autonomous from the First and Second Order.53
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From the point of view of their apostolic preordination, the three Franciscan Orders are not related one to the other according to hierarchical structure but, at an institutional level, each has the same  importance, recognizing that they depend on one another for their mutual spiritual help and support.
He wished to entrust to his three Orders, in fidelity to their vocation, the shared responsibility of mutual and fraternal assistance, in their journey toward the Lord.54

―The Third Franciscan Order was founded by St. Francis in the context of penitential legislations  of  his  time,  without  the  necessity  of  seeking  any  specific  constitutive approval from the Holy See.   Official documents came later, but it cannot be absolutely asserted that the Third Order of St. Francis was ‗constitutionally approved‘ only with the
Bull ―Supra  Montem‖  of Pope Nicholas IV, 18th  August 1289, on the occasion of the
promulgation of the New Rule of the Third Order of St. Francis, without reference to other juridical agreements.
If one wishes to look for papal approval by a juridical act, one should include also what is written in the Legend of the Three Companions with reference to the approval of
the three Franciscan Orders in these words: … Each of these Three Orders was approved in its own time by Supreme Pontiffs (L3C, Chapter XIV, 60).
We have to do here with a papal approval which is both direct and indirect at the same time:
Indirect insofar as these three Orders came into existence in conformity with the existing common  law of the Church.  Direct insofar as the Apostolic See has renewed
and conceded provisions and privileges which are partly new and partly confirmed.  The
Rule  of  Nicholas  IV,  after  the  Memoriale  Propositi,  gave  a  common  legislative
organization to all the Fraternities of the Franciscan Penitents.

Certainly, Francis did not found ―the‖ Order of Penance as such. He reanimated what already existed. Instead, intentionally, he was the founder of the movement of his own penitents (Order of Franciscan Penitents), i.e., of those penitents who wished to be his followers and live according to his teaching and example, and wanted to take part in his mission to restore the Church together with the First and Second Order.

There are many authoritative attestations proving that Francis was the founder of his trilogy (the first and, until today, the only example of three Orders coordinated for the same apostolic mission).	These sources are found among saint Francis contemporary authors, both Franciscan and non  Franciscan.   A list of sources for those who wish to make further research is as follows:

•	Thomas of Celano – First  Life (1228/32)
•	Gregory IX – Caput  Draconis (1228)
•	Julian of Speyer – The  Versified Office (1231/32)
•	Henri d‘Avranches – The  Versified Life of Saint Francis (1232/34)  non Franciscan
•	Julian of Speyer – Life of Saint Francis – (1232/35)
•	Bonaventure of Bagnoregio  – The Major Life (1260/63)
•	The Anonymous of Perugia  (1266/70)
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•	A Life of Saint Francis by an Anonymous Monk of a German Monastery (1275) non
Franciscan
•	Bernard of Besse (1276)
•	Legend of the Three  Companions (1290)
•	The Legend of Perugia  (1311)
•	The Little Flowers (1327)

The ―Supra Montem‖ Rule of 1289 has a special value in this respect as it constitutes an official Church document in regard to the Order of Penitents.  It begins as follows (translation from Latin):

―In the name of the Lord. Here begins the rule and way of life of the Brothers and Sisters of the Order of the Continent or of Penance, founded by Saint Francis in the year of the Lord 1221.  And approved by authority of Pope Nicholas IV in the year of the Lord 1289, on the fifteenth calends of September, in the second year of his Pontificate.

ST. FRANCIS IS THEREFORE, IN EFFECT, THE FOUNDER OF HIS „THIRD ORDER‟!



In conclusion:

§	The Franciscan penitential experience obviously finds  its roots in the already existing Order  of Penitents.	However these new penitents wished to associate their penitential renewal with the name of St. Francis.
§	The renewed penitential movement  of these new penitents was constituted in
spirit and reality as the Order of Franciscan Penitents.
§	These Franciscans Penitents are Christian faithful committed to follow the Gospel
as lay people in their particular state of life, responding fully to the call of Christ, humble, poor and crucified.
§	They are  not  ―religious‖  (in  the  strict  sense),  but  they are  associated  in  the Apostolate of the First Order, and in the contemplative life of the Second Order, thus bearing witness to the ever new saving power of the Gospel. 55




THE RULE OF THE ORDER OF FRANCISCAN PENITENTS

Francis, as we have already said, had no intention of becoming the founder of Orders. He was engaged in the search for God, wishing to give himself completely to His praise and service.  Francis was not a canon lawyer and had no thought of canonical struct ure. He gave it due respect and accepted guidance while keeping firmly to his own principles. His central preoccupation in every situation was to live according to the Gospel, not to codify rules.   Religious experience came first.   Rules followed and  were the result of
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lived experience.  Their purpose was to regulate the lives of those followers who were not always filled with Francis own spiritual ardor.

As we have already said, Francis ultimately gave his three Orders only one Rule: a
more perfect following of the Gospel as suited to their own condition in life.
Therefore the obligation to be continually converted to the Gospel (to do penance)
was central to the life of all three Orders with a view to fulfilling the apostolic mandate
(to preach conversion).

Just as he had done for his First Order, Francis wanted to write a way of life for his penitents in simple words taken from the Gospels. This is what Francis also did when he went to Pope Innocent III with a project for a way of life for his followers even if no copy of such document has survived.  Certainly Pope Innocent II approved this way of life and the mandate to preach penance, and this is not questioned by anyone, despite the absence of this document!

Fr. Canonici puts it like this: ―The very foundation of the First and Second Order required further implementation by successive Popes and Cardinal Protectors, etc.  All the more so this must have been the case for the “third order” which was a more vast and complicated undertaking, involving men and women of all ages and different social backgrounds.‖

Scholars are agreed, now, that the  FIRST LETTER TO THE FAITHFUL is recognized as the  First  Rule.   Here we have the recommendations of Francis for whoever wishes to walk with him on the way of Permanent Conversion. It contains 5 fundamental elements for a truly penitential life dedicated to the Lord.

1.	to love God
2.	to love our neighbor
3.	to resist the sinful tendencies of our fallen nature
4.	to partake of the Body of Christ (Holy Communion)
5.	to act or to live in conformity with our conversion

Actually, even today, there is no need to say or do much more to put an authentic life of penance into practice. The implementation of this simple way of life, Francis assures us (and we can trust him), will immerse us deeply in the divine life, in the Trinity itself. Francis asserts this with extreme:

-The Holy Spirit will come to rest on his penitents and dwell in them
-We are children of the Heavenly Father when we do His Will
-In the Holy Spirit we are united to Jesus
-We become spouses, brothers and mothers to the Lord Jesus
-We carry Him in our hearts and bring Him forth by means of our holy works

No more intimate union with God is Possible!
Even today, these recommendations are more than sufficient for a full secular Franciscan life.

This is really our First Rule (Proto Regula or Primitive Rule).

I  encourage  everyone  to  take  in  hand  frequently  this  inspired  text  which  is providentially placed as a prologue to our present Rule.  It contains the heart of Francis teaching and of the true and complete discipleship of Christ.
This ―Proto regula‖ displays certain structural and important thematic similarities to the Rule of Saint Francis for his friars (Cf. The Earlier Rule chapters 21 and 22) which prove its saint-Franciscan authenticity and its very specific objective of being a way of life.
There is no doubt that this marvelous text was placed as a prologue to our present Rule in order to  underline its conceptual and substantial continuity with the original sources.
There could not have been a more appropriate choice and, in fact, it was in complete
agreement with the intention expressed by Pope (Paul VI) who gave us the Rule, as he wrote himself in the Apostolic Letter of approval of the Rule: ―In this way, We, trusting that the form of life which was preached by this admirable man from Assisi will gain new impetus and will flourish vigorously…‖  (Seraphicus patriarcha). The form of life referred to by the Pope is that which Francis preached and it  will have to find a new impulse and vigor in our modern world.  This is exactly what Vatican II asks to do – to return to the sources in order to bring our charism into the modern world with greater
efficacy.56

The Franciscan movement of Penance grows and obviously the Primitive Rule also evolves on the  basis of the experience of Francis and his penitents.  Francis used this important experience to prepare, around 1221, a second text for his penitents, which is inappropriately called The Letter to  All the Faithful (Second Edition). Scholars prefer to call it now: Later Admonition and Exhortation to the Bothers and Sisters of Penance.

In this text certain things, which are the fruit of concrete experience, are made more explicit.  They have to do with charity, humility, service, prayer, fasting and abstinence, restitution of goods wrongly received, etc.
Evidently Francis was concerned to stabilize the movement with full orthodoxy in order to avoid  heretical developments and to act firmly against abuses which evidently had taken place.
Furthermore, as the movement gradually moved away from its heroic beginning and
the number of penitents grew and became less ―controllable‖, it was essential to codify the necessary unchangeable items that could guarantee a greater fidelity to the original spirit.



56  Perfectae Charitatis 2: The renewal of religious life implies the continual return to the sources in every form of the Christian life and to the original inspiration of the Institutes, and at the same time the adaptation of the Institutions themselves to the changed conditions of the times… under the influence of the Holy Spirit and the guidance of the Church.”
This is the best example of how a rule should be codified: as the result of concrete religious experience based on real life rather than on a text codified for purely abstract legal considerations.  Life  comes first and the law is there to serve people and not vice versa.

The  success  of  the  preaching  and  example  of  Francis  caused  a  widespread reawakening  among the laity to living their own faith more intensely, and those who wanted to bind themselves to  the laws of penance continued to increase to a point at which they became a bone of contention among religious orders who fought to have them under their control.
At this point it became important to give a clear sense of direction to these penitents and to give them a rule to enable them to avoid going astray and out of control.  Cardinal Ugolino (future Pope Gregory IX) decided to establish a Rule, the Memoriale Propositi.

We  have various editions of this rule and we possess a text  dating  from 1228. However historians agree that this Memoriale Propositi dates from 1221.
Here we are dealing with a general framework rule or basic codex (Boni) for the
Order of Penitents in the broad sense and which was drawn up following the principles
laid out by the Fourth Lateran Council for all the penitential orders.
Being a ―framework law‖, the Memorial Propositi obviously provided the possibility
of ―personalizing‖ some parts of the Rule so as to rendering it more precise and fitting the characteristics of the different groups of penitents (Mem. Prop. 10, 7-8; 30 according to some editions and 13, 10).  Thus the Franciscan Penitents were able to personalize the Memoriale Propositi for themselves and adapt it for their own fraternities.
The Memoriale Propositi was never approved by the Supreme Pontiffs, for the simple reason that, neither the Popes nor the penitents considered this was necessary. Its substance was made up of penitential obligations already codified by Gratian (1140).The voluntary state of penance had already been canonically recognized for a long time.
From  an  attentive  reading  of  the  two  documents  (the  Second  Letter  and  the Memoriale  Propositi) it clearly emerges the character of an exhortation, of a ―way  of life” in the case of the first, and a more juridical character in the case of the second.

What  characterizes  the  Primitive  Rule  (Proto-regula)  is  its  content  and  its  Biblical references  in  contrast  to  the  Memoriale  propositi  which  has  practically  no  Biblical references.
Given that the two documents were composed at almost the same time, perhaps Francis,
although having the greatest respect for the Memoriale Propositi, might have wanted to give coherence to his recommendations and to his form of life so that his penitents would remain completely faithful to his original spirituality.
Actually, I agree with Father Robert Stewart OFM in maintaining that ―the  Memoriale
Propositi  expresses  the  Franciscan  way  of  penance  only  insofar  as  it  is  read  and understood in the light and through the lens of the Primitive Rule (Later Exhortation or Second Letter to Penitents), only insofar as the life of penance begins with the experience of God, which leads the person to a true sense of repentance which, in turn, leads to self - denial, to humility, to simplicity, to service and love of others.‖
In fact, it is evident how the juridical process of codification, causes the loss of the
«Franciscan vision» and, most of all, of the radical nature of Francis‘ call to conversion.

THE APPROVED RULE OF FRANCISCAN PENITENTS (REGULA BULLATA)

Things went along like this until 1274, the year in which the Council of Lyons decided  to   enforce  more  rigidly  the  prescriptions  of  the  Fourth  Lateran  Council, concerning the prohibition to give rise to new religious orders. This Council decreed that Orders which originated after the Fourth Lateran and which had not yet received Papal approval were to be suppressed.
Now, although the Penitents of Saint Francis had received approval from the Holy
See in its time (as we have already seen), they had not received a formal approval in the form of a  Regula Bullata (by a Papal Bull). Furthermore, more problems had arisen (neither the first nor the last) with the First Order (Saint Bonaventure with twelve reasons why the Friars should not promote the  Order  of Penitents), with Bishops, with civic authorities and so the Penitents began to fear that they might be suppressed. Therefore, they began to initiate procedures in order to have a confirmed Rule  like  all the other approved ―religious‖ orders.

Those  who  promoted,  coordinated  and  set  out  the  Rule  were  two  Secular
Franciscans: a judge Ugolino de‟Medici di Ferrara and his brother Elias.
It is interesting to follow how the work of composition and editing developed before presentation to the Holy See. Unfortunately, we do not have the time to expand on this here but I refer you to the  relevant chapters of the excellent work by the late Father Gabriele   Andreozzi   TOR   (Storia   delle   regole   e   delle   Costituzioni   dell‟Ordine Francescano Secolare, Ed. Guerra, 1988).

Some  scholars  have  erroneously  advanced  the  hypothesis  that  the  text  of  the Approved Rule of the SFO, Supra Montem, came from a certain friar named Caro from Florence. This thesis was uncritically accepted in many circles down to the present day. However, the arguments put forward by Gabriele Andreozzi TOR, against its credibility and the documents cited in support of the initiative and editing by secular penitents are very convincing and, as far as I am concerned, conclusive:
The Rule “Supra Montem” of the Brothers and Sisters of Penance of Saint
Francis is the fruit of the work and initiative of the Franciscan Penitents themselves.

Thus we come to the Approved Rule of the Order of Penitents of Saint Francis of
18 August 1289, which was promulgated by the first Franciscan Pope, Jerome of Ascoli, who  took the  name of Nicholas IV.  This  is the Rule which all refer  to  as ―Supra Montem”.
With only a few exceptions, both the spirit and the letter of the Memoriale Propositi
were passed on to this Rule, with a more specific Franciscan characterization added to it.

THE ORDER IN THE AFTERMATH OF THE PROMULGATION OF “S UPRA MONTEM”



Obviously, as this was a Rule officially approved by the Pope, in contrast to the
Memoriale Propositi, it could not be changed and, so, there was no further possibility for the penitents to adapt it or introduce their own specific points.
The Rule did not envisage a centralized structure under one Minister General, as the penitents had  wanted for a long time and for which they had fought, so, as we ha ve
explained, they could no longer do anything about it.
The matter was discussed at a Chapter which was defined as ―General‖ which took
place immediately after in Bologna (four ―Provinces‖  of Northern Italy) and a request was sent to the Pope to modify the Rule in this direction. The penitents never receive an answer.

Evidently the desire of the  Franciscan religious  to  put  the penitents under  their authority had prevailed in the Franciscan Pope. In fact, shortly afterwards, the same Pope Nicholas IV, less than a year after the promulgation of the Rule issued a Bull (Unigenitus Dei Filius) in which he clearly reiterated that the penitents were directed and regulated by the Friars Minor, in this way withdrawing all privileges granted and destroying all hope of obtaining a centralized structure with their  own ministers  provincial  and  minister general.
However, the desire  for  autonomy remained  strong  and  we know that  our good
predecessors continued to quietly elect their own ministers provincial!
It  was  from  this  era  (1295)  that  the  first  recognition,  by  Boniface  VIII,  of  a
congregation of penitents living together came about. It was the prelude to what would become the Third Order Regular.

With respect to the name of the Order, it is important to stress that t he name ―third order‖ as applied to the Franciscan penitents, began to gain ground only at the end of the thirteenth century.  The Franciscan penitents disliked this designation and resisted it as long as they could. The fact that the Order was not called ―Third Order‖ is also testified by the Supra Montem Rule itself, which officially designated the Order as the Order of the Continents or of Penance instituted by blessed Francis.   Saint Bonaventure also called it the “Order of the Brothers of Penance”.

We now come to the  14th century and the time when the Popes were living in exile at Avignon. There are highs and lows with respect to the position the Popes took towards the penitents, who continued  to struggle to gain recognition of their own rights and aspirations for autonomy while Franciscan religious continued to fight among themselves them and persisted in their plan to have the penitents under their exclusive authority.
In  any  case,  although  they  did  not  grant  the  strongly  desired  autonomy  and centralized  structure, during this period, the Popes showed themselves to be favorable towards the penitents of  Saint  Francis who  succeeded  in remaining  free from being subdued  to  the  religious  and  were  able  to  choose  the  Visitor  they preferred.  They continued to develop their own organization and elect their own ministers provincial.
Leaving aside these structural matters, we have eloquent testimonies regarding the
activity of our brother penitents in the spiritual life and works of charity.

―…their  love and compassion for the poor was recognized by all; …they lived a
praiseworthy life, conducting themselves with humility and honesty, with fervor and the
charity of the Christian faith; they distinguished themselves for their nobility of birth and the abundance of temporal goods from which they gave substantial alms to the poor and the servants of God; the brothers and sisters gave good example by means of their honest lives and their good works; they lived in peace…; they observed their Rule and lived in the Catholic faith and holiness…; they radiated the light of their holy virtues and sanctity like shining stars; they respected the Friars Minor; they dedicated themselves to prayer and almsgiving, they were a shining example of the Christian life”.(G. Andreozzi op. cit., p. 133).



In the fifteenth century the highs and lows of favoring or opposing the autonomy of the penitents  continued as did the undying aspirations for a centralized structure with recognition of their own ministers.
Popes came and went; Bishops came and went, and often times successors undid what
their predecessors had done, in short, a real see-saw.
With this doing and undoing, what appears to be evident (things have not changed
much today) is that almost no one bothered to study history or the basic inspiration of the origins in order to evaluate the problems at stake in a truly ecclesial context of service to the Church and to the world.
Personal interests prevailed: ‗everyone  for himself & God for all‘. Certainly there
were  examples  of  individual  sanctity  and  works  of  charity,  however,  a  Franciscan
―Family‖ spirit was lacking and the objective of the apostolic service entrusted by Francis
to all components of his Family was largely defied. A dominating spirit prevailed, men against women  among the penitents, the friars against bishops, bishops against friars, friars against penitents, everyone trying to protect their own particular interests.

How far away Francis seemed as well as the purity of his vocation! Often the charism is affronted and the mission forgotten. The continuity of the original plan was maintained only in  exceptional individuals while it faced problems in the institutions which Francis had established.



THE END OF AUTONOMY AND THE BEGINNING OF «OBEDIENTIALITY»

So  we come to the Bull of Sixtus IV, a  Franciscan Pope, which bears the title
―Romani Pontificis Providentia”. This Bull determined a step backwards and a halt to
the progress in the life of the Penitents of Saint Francis. By means of this Bull, the Pope placed the Brothers and Sisters of the Third Order of Saint Francis, throughout the whole world, under the control of the Friars Minor, both Observant and Conventual !
The letter is addressed to Brother Zanetto of Udine, Minister General, and to all the
Provincial Ministers of the Order of Friars Minor, who had asked for it.
By means of this Bull, the Pope granted “superiority, power and authority over the
ministers and brothers of the Third Order of Penance” together with the prohibition of Ordinaries (bishops) to intervene in the affairs of the Tertiaries.

―At  a stroke the Bull cancelled the Penitents‟  ambitions of autonomy and rendered
their long defense, from the time of the Chapter at Bologna onwards, vain.. . Instead it fulfilled the plan for “superiority, power and authority” which had been proposed all the time by the Minors, even though this was contrary to the origins, history and nature of the Order of Penance and of the Order of Minors and, above all, contrary to the will of Saint Francis, the father and founder of both Orders”.

The relationship between the First and Third Orders was in practice regulated by this Bull until the Rule of Paul VI, which, at last, after seven centuries, fulfilled the dream of the Penitents of Bologna.

“From that time onwards, placed under «the superiority, authority and power» of the Superiors of the  Minors, both Conventual and Observant, and subsequently the Third Order Regular and the Capuchins, the Penitents ceased to be the subject of rights and obligations, a moral person within the Church and became an object, and worse yet, even disputed among many claimants.” (G. Andreozzi, Op. Cit. p. 181).
“The era of the industrious autonomy of the Order of Penance came to a close with  Sixtus  IV  and  another  opened  during  which  the  new  title  of  ―Third  Order‖ assumed the full weight of its meaning of being an accessory, of being dependent, an marginal appendage of the First Order. (G. Andreozzi, op. cit. p. 181).

But the systematic humiliation of the Order did not end here.
In fact, not long after, just as the Penitents had lost their autonomy through Sixtus IV,
under the pontificate of Leo X, following the Fifth Lateran Council (1512-1517), they also  lost  their  identity  as  ―religious‖  and  ―ecclesiastical  persons”,  along  with  its accompanying privileges.
All this took place in spite of the strong position taken by Saint John Capistrano
(†1456), who, being the great jurist that he was, had firmly asserted that the status of the
Tertiaries was more like that of ―religious‖  than that of simple ―laity‖.  He considered
 T ert iar ie s  to  be  ―r e lig io us‖  in t he  br o ad  sense .

But let us explain what the terms ―religious‖ and ―ecclesiastical person‖ meant at the
time of Saint Francis:

§	Religious  at  the  time  of  Francis  were  those  who  took  up  a  new  religious commitment in life, in addition to the obligations that came with Baptism, and not necessarily only those who lived according to the norms of a scheme for regulars (hermits, canons regular, monks and religious of apostolic life).
A ―religious‖, therefore, was not a person who made the three classical vows, but
a person who made a Profession according to an approved religious rule.
§	An  ecclesiastical  person  was  a  person  who  was  not  subject  to  the  ―civic
jurisdiction‖  and  was,  instead  placed  directly  ―under  the  jurisdiction  of  the
Church‖.

The Secular Franciscans formed part of this group.

The new spring which, thanks to Francis and his ecclesiology of communion, had
given a precise ecclesial role and dignity to the laity, was over and there was complete retreat into a Church where the hierarchy and religious in the strict sense were identified as ―being the Church‖ and the laity had returned to a position of absolute passivity and subjection.

Obviously this problem does not arise today. The Secular Franciscans are completely accepted  as  secular  and  lay57   people  who  have  bound  themselves  to  a  permanent
―religious‖ life commitment. In any case, at that time, this ―downgrading‖ was not based
on explicitly ecclesiological reasons but was rather the result of a compromise, which was basically between Bishops and the Friars Minor, with the Pope taking on the role of
―arbitrator.‖
Today we are well aware that our standing as lay and secular is a constitutive and
essential element of our being Secular Franciscans to be what we must be in order to fully accomplish the plan that God entrusted to Francis and his Family.

The sixteenth century passed amid attempts on the part of the Penitents to reaffirm their own autonomy and the Minors who counteracted them blow for blow. T he end of the century saw the  complete subjection of the Penitents to the religious.  Thus the period of «obedientiality» came into full swing and only ended with the Rule of Paul VI in 1978!
This century might perhaps be called ―the  most difficult and unfavorable for the
Franciscan Tertiaries‖ (A. Matanic).

16th Century
Various attempts were made by the penitents to recover their autonomy and each attempt was rejected by the Friars. The end of the century saw a complete loss of their
secular identity overshadowed by their religious identity. The full regime with emphasis on obedience would continue until the promulgation of the rule of Paul VI in 1978. This
century could be considered as the low point in the fortunes of the Franciscan penitence
(Matawic)

THE URBANIAN AND THE INNOCENTIAN CONSTITUTIONS

The  17th century was marked by the concern of the various religious Franciscan families to create their ―own‖ Third Order and consolidate their own rights of exclusive ownership of the Third Order, competing with each other to have the best privileges and indulgences for their respective groups.

In  this  attempt  to  mould  their  ―own‖  Third  Orders,  the  Conventuals  and  the Observants  issued  statutes: the Conventuals  the “Urbanian  Constitutions” of 1682 (since they were approved by pope Urban VIII) and the Observants the “Innocentian Constitutions”  in  1686  (because  Pope  Blessed  Innocent  XI  mentioned  them  in  the Constitution  ―Ecclesiae  Catholicae‖).  The  last  mentioned  already  existed  in  editions

57  With the obvious  exception of Secular Franciscan deacons and priests, who are ordained ministers, and therefore seculars but not laity.
published  in 1609, 1621 which had  been produced and  followed  in Spain  and  later extended to the whole world.
However, these Constitutions were not always in line with the Rule of Nicholas IV, which  continued  to  apply!  Indeed,  “copies  of  this  Rule  were  very  rare  and  their
translation „for the understanding of the uneducated‟ carefully avoided giving any hint of the disagreements.” (G. Andreozzi op. cit – Azzoguidi, p. 201).

In  these  ―constitutions‖  certain  aspects  of  devotion  were  intensified  and  they sanctioned the  complete dependence of the Third Order on  the First.   Fraternity meetings were presided over by  the Guardian or Visitor and decisions taken in their absence were invalid.  All forms of internal government were abolished.  There would never be chapters.  No more contacts between fraternities. Elections were reserved to the Guardian and were no longer carried out by universal suffrage.
There constitutions had the force of law at least until the new Rule of Leo XIII and in
part until the Constitution of 1957!

The Third Order had been set on a sad path of decline. For some centuries it had been a lifeless trailer being towed, at the mercy of the changeable moods of four tugs, which instead of towing it,  caused continuous collisions. Divided with regard to the direction, the habit and the indulgences, devoid of its own head and any drive coming from within‖. It is no wonder that by the mid 1800‘s, according to Father Fredegando da Anversa, ―in Umbria (the land of Saint Francis) the Third Order was almost forgotten”. Evidently the same could be said of other regions. (G. Andreozzi op. cit. p. 211).

During this time, the characteristic of a SFO made up of persons of all classes of all social and cultural levels and walk of lives, was also partly eliminated. The Order began to become the place chiefly of princes and illustrious personages, while, to some extent there was discrimination against persons from the lowest social classes and above all those who were poor. (―The poor could not be admitted except in a private capacity so that they would not be a burden to the fraternity, as we read in a register of a fraternity in Louvane-Belgium (M. Bigi, Universale Salute, p. 116).

During this period, Tertiaries ―were primarily concerned with their religious life and paid little attention to works of mercy… However, there were some exceptions.‖ (Peano, Storia…da M. Bigi op. cit.)
In any case, even during this period, there always were brothers and sisters who, as
individuals, continued to distinguish themselves for works of mercy, assisting the poor, converting sinners, teaching Christian doctrine as is evidenced by various documents.

During  the  period  between  1600  and  1700  it  became common not  to  wear an external habit and to wear instead a scapular and a cord.  Obviously, this was also in line with the requirements of the nobles and ruling classes who did not wear the habit of penance externally.

THE ORDER EXPANDS OUTSIDE EUROPE
In any case while the Order shrunk and underwent a substantial decline in Europe, it began to  grow  in other Continents; in the Americas (Christopher Columbus was a Franciscan Tertiary) and in Asia (in Japan there were the 17 Tertiary Martyrs in 1597).

It is said that by the end of the 1500‘s there were more than one hundred thousand
Native Americans who had been converted and had entered the Third Order.

Many Spanish and Portuguese were Franciscan Tertiaries and, together with the religious, they  implanted the Franciscan Third Order in the Americas. We have very eloquent vestiges also in the  architecture as well as in the traditions which go with it down to the present day alerting us to many strong fraternities in Latin America.

The  earliest   foundations  of  the  SFO  date  back  to   1589  in  Brazil  (Olinda Pernambucco); 1614 in Mexico (Puebla de Los Angeles); 1615 Guatemala; 1619 Rio de Janeiro; 1625 Mexico City; 1621, Colombia (Santa Fè de Bogotà); 1635, Salvador-Bahia Brasil; 1643, Venezuela (Caracas), and so on in Ecuador, Peru, Paraguay, Argentina etc.
There were also fraternities having large numbers: e. g., in 1649 the Fraternity in
Mexico City had 2000 brothers and sisters!

In these countries the make up of members was varied and quite representative of all the social  classes, and in many cases no distinction was made with respect to color or race.  There are documents that testify to an intense spiritual life, to works of charity, to commitment to teaching and the care of the sick.  Proof of this is to be seen, for example, in the persons of two saintly Franciscan Seculars of the caliber of Marianna Jesus de Paredes from Quito (1645) and Pedro Betancur (1667) in Guatemala.

Even in Canada the first secular Franciscans made their appearance.



THE “MODERN WORLD”



The political situation in 1700 and in 1800 (suppression of Religious Orders and of the Third Order – in the Austrian-Hungarian Empire, France, Italy etc.)  as well as the religious situation (Protestantism) played their part in the decline of the Third Order.

This period is marked by a vision of the world that tended to do away with God not and that was  moving rapidly towards the secularization of society and of social and political structures.   It  was a  period of the great  social and political upheavals: The Industrial  Revolution  (1760-1830  and   beyond),  the  French  Revolution  (1789),  the October revolution (Russia – 1917).
It is sad and worrying to witness how civil society sought, without the Church, values such as  the  dignity of humanity,  equality,  social justice and  freedom etc.  of which Christianity was the bearer and champion.  On the other hand, however, The Church did not seem to fully understand where the world was going and took up an antagonistic and
unfriendly stance, even with respect to comprehension and dialogue.
On one hand the world rejected the Church more and more, and on the other, alas, the Church appeared to reject the world.

This is a complex matter and certainly the Church was not immune from error and even she should take her share of responsibility for the rejection by society.
Initially, the Church did not react well. After the end of her ―temporal power‖ (1870),
the Church withdrew into total condemnation of modern thought.  We had to wait for Leo
XIII (1878-1903) to see a change of direction which, gradually and with several ups and downs, will become more fruitful reaching its apex in the Second Vatican Council.

(Quoting ―Universale Salute‖ by M. Bigi, with changes)

―The first concrete sign of aversion by the modern world towards the Church came  with  the  ecclesiastical  suppression  which  were  enforced  by  the  ―enlightened despotism‖ of princes and kings in the second half of the eighteenth century.  The Third Order was also involved to the extent that this was intimately linked with the First Order: a decree from the Empress Maria Theresa of Austria (15 June 1776), which had effects that  reached  beyond  the  borders  of  the  Empire,  forbade  the  admission  of  new members.  During the reign of Emperor Joseph II, the Third Order was suppressed on
23 September 1782.  The same thing happened in all the regions that were politically connected  to  Austria:  in  Spain  and  in  Portugal and,  within  Italy,  in  Lombardy,  the Duchies of Modena and Reggio, of Parma and Piacenza, in the Grand Duchy of Tuscany and in the Kingdom of Naples.

In France, following the Revolution (1789-1799) and during the Napoleonic period (1804-1814), the provisions were even more stringent.  In this case too, considering the involvement of the whole of Europe, the effects of these events extended well beyond the French borders.
The civil regulations for the clergy in France (1790) provided for suppressions and
the confiscation of the goods of the Church.  Secular fraternities were not spared and in most cases they  were dispersed.  At the height of the Reign of Terror (1792-1794) a number of Secular and Regular Tertiaries were among the victims: Nicola Pick, ―rector‖ of the fraternity at Strasburg, who was arrested  and sentenced to seventy-nine years; Severino Girault (TOR), who was killed on the 2nd of September 1792 and beatified in
1926; Rosa Jessée, a Tertiary and the sister of the Provincial of the Minors, guillotined in
Cambrai; at Nantes among those who were drowned in the Loire River there were some
Tertiaries mentioned among those condemned to death.

In France the Tertiaries withdrew into hiding; in Spain, instead and also in Italy to  some extent,  the Fraternities found a way to  meet in private societies, after the suppressions had cancelled their standing as juridical persons in civil law.

In any case, it is significant to stress how the penitents, even though they were deprived of the guidance of the friars, who had been expelled by various governments, displayed extraordinary vitality by resisting the isolation even for centuries and by
leading an exemplary life in carrying out works of religion and charity. We still have today direct evidence of this (China and Eastern Europe).

Things began to change about the end of the 19th century
In fact, the friars of every family, as soon as they where able to recover from the suppression,  undertook a lot of activity to put the Third Order back on its feet.. However this did not occur haphazardly. Two factors certainly played a decisive role in the rediscovery of interest in the Third Order; on the one hand there was the desire on the part of the religious to make a contribution to  reconstructing  the fabric of Christian society (an essential task of the SFO), on the other there was the strong encouragement given by Pope Pius IX (1846-1878), who was the first of a succession of seven Popes who were Secular Franciscans.  Our brother the Pope said: ―Promote, promote the Third Order.  You cannot image the amount of good it is destined to produce”.

From this time onwards, the Apostolic See assumed an essential and prophetic role in the rediscovery of the nature, mission and charism of the Secular Franciscan Order.

The statement might be a bit strong but, in substance, it is true to say that there was “return of  Saint  Francis” during the first decades of the nineteenth century which strengthened and increased in the course of the century.
The discovery of the tomb of Saint Francis (12/11/1818) can certainly be seen as a symbol of this.  Against this background one can recall the restoration and reorganization of the various families of the First and Second Orders, once the period of revolution and the Napoleonic era had run its course, and  the  awakening of interest in the social and cultural aspects of Franciscanism with the essential contribution of the first outstanding scholars of Franciscan matters including Nicolò Papini, Joseph von  Goerres, Frederic Ozanam, and, in a special way, Paul Sabatier.
However, the real and specific revival came with the recognition of the novelty and
essential qualities of the Gospel experience of Francis, of his significance for modern times, and of the express need to renew, in one way or another, the spirit of minority, of fraternity, of peacemaking. The prayer that Pope Pius IX formulated on 8 March 1857, in front of the tomb of Saint  Francis, expresses  this revival well, asking the Saint  ―to intercede for the world in this age which is so forgetful of the supernatural and lost in the material” and he added: “Your example already succeeded at other times  to inspire people, and by prompting noble and sublime thoughts in them, produced a turnaround, a renewal and a true reform”.

The revival and restructuring of the SFO in the first half of the Nineteenth century is a part of the wider horizon of revival of the Franciscan movement.

In France, at first, it followed the restoration of the houses of religious of the First Order  particularly  in  the cities;  it  then  spread  to  the countryside and  even  into  the parishes  of  the  diocesan  clergy.  Here  we  remember  in  particular  Saint  John  Mary Vianney,  the  Curé  of  Ars  (+1859),  a  Franciscan  Tertiary,  and  a  supporter  of the Fraternity established in his Parish.
The situation is a bit  more fragmented in Italy and Germany. In Italy the new
suppression  laws,  passed  after  national unity (1865), once  more disbanded  religious corporations.  In Germany, the Kulturkampf set up by Bismark (1872-1875) produced a similar effect. The revival of the SFO had suffered a new setback and it had to wait till the last years of the century, following the reform of Leo XIII, to feel the force of the evidence of the revival of many fraternities and the establishment of new fraternities,

In the middle of the century, Pius IX began an uninterrupted line of seven Popes for  whom  membership  in  the  SFO  is  documented.	Documents  containing  their teaching on the SFO insist on the intensification of religious life and on the necessity of witnessing to this.  This is in line with the position which his pontificate continued to adopt (with which one period of the history of the Papacy is closed and another opened), as the historical events, predominantly the end of temporal power, made it increasingly less probable that even Catholic governments would back the Church. It appeared, thus, more urgent to consolidate and restructure the Catholic forces.  Ultimately,  this  was a pontificate which was characterized, at  its beginning, by precise political events and ended with a strong emphasis on more religious values. During this period, the secular fraternities on all sides grew in strength and confidence and started to lay the foundations for a renewal and complete blossoming in the following Leonine period.
(Here concludes what was freely cited from M. Bigi, L‘universale Salute).



THE PERIOD OF LEO XIII (1878-1903)

(Freely drawn from G. Andreozzi, Storia delle regole…)

Cardinal Giacchino Pecci, Archbishop of Perugia and the future Pope Leo XIII was a convinced,  enthusiastic and  tenacious supporter of the  necessary  role of the Third Order for the society of his time.  At Christmas 1871 his Pastoral Letter was a vibrant appeal to his Pastors to set up Fraternities of the Third Order everywhere.  He set the  example  himself  by  becoming  a  Franciscan   Tertiary   in  the  fraternity  of Monteripido in Perugia.  In 1875 during a talk to Pilgrims in Assisi and, in 1877, in another Pastoral letter, Cardinal Pecci expressed the conviction that  only the Third Order, when lived out in its genuine spirit, could save society which was afflicted with so many personal and social problems.

Once he became Supreme Pontiff, Leo XIII let slip no occasion to praise and promote the Franciscan  Third Order.  When speaking to Bishops, the Pope repeated again and again the invitation to join, and  have as many of the faithful as possible join, the Third Order.
The best opportunity that the Pope had to exalt Saint Francis and to invite all to
follow him was the occasion of the Seventh Centenary of the birth of Saint Francis. On 17 September Leo XIII issued the famous Encyclical “Auspicato concessum”.

THE  “NEW”  RULE  OF  LEO  XIII  FOR  FRANCISCAN  PENITENTS  “M ISERICORS   DEI
FILIUS”
(30 May 1883)

The task that the Pontiff wanted to entrust to the Third Order was immense: to be the foundation stone of the great Christian social edifice.
To achieve this end the Third Order had to become more flexible, more active and
more disciplined, more responsive to the latest needs of the time. For this reason, the Pope, by means  of the Constitution “Misericors Dei Filius” of 30 May 1883, though leaving the Rule of Nicholas IV intact and unchanged, it wanted to simplify and shorten it, by modifying certain chapters, so that it would suit all circumstances, or better adapt
―the old laws to the modern way of life‖.
The Rule of Nicholas  IV was not  abolished  by  this new rule:  “I  promise to
observe” – was the formula of Profession – “the Rule of the Third Order, established by Blessed  Father  Francis  himself,  according  to  the  form  sanctioned  by  the  Supreme Pontiffs Nicholas IV and Leo XIII”.
From a rapid glance at the new Rule, one notes immediately that it was extensively
simplified; twenty chapters were reduced to only three, while still keeping the whole substance and spirit of the former Rule.
Let us examine briefly the salient points.

•	The new Third Order was given a youthful character by prescribing that the age for admission be fourteen years.
•	The complete habit was not prescribed, but only the scapular and cord under the clothing.
•	The novitiate remained and the penal character of articles of the Rule, which did not bind under penalty of mortal or venial sin.
•	In certain circumstances married women could be admitted even without the consent of their husbands, if their confessor so deemed right.
•	Simplicity in dress  remained for both the brothers and sisters.
•	The prohibition  concerning attending dangerous live shows remained.
•	Abstinence from eating meat, which in the old Rule was obligatory for four days of the week,  was reduced to abstinence on Friday as for all other Christians, and was recommended for Wednesday.
•	Fasting was prescribed for Fridays of the year and the Vigils of the I mmaculate
Conception and Saint Francis, whereas before it was obligatory for all Wednesdays and Fridays from the Feast of All Saints to Easter and for every day during the Lent from the feast of Saint  Martin to Christmas, and	from Quinquagesima Sunday to Easter.
•	The obligation of going to Confession and Communion was increased from three times a year  to monthly.
•	There was no longer mention of the prohibition to carry arms so as not to make life impossible  for Tertiaries living under military governments at the time.
•	The seven canonical hours or the twelve Our Father and Glory be to the Father for matins and the seven for each of the other hours were reduced to twelve Our Father,
Hail Mary and Glory Be to the Father.
•	There was no longer  mention of visiting Parish Churches.
•	There was no  mention of privileges to protect with the assistance of the Bishop, because only spiritual privileges have remained.
•	Visitation was no longer carried out at the request of the Fraternity, as was the case in the Rule  of Nicholas IV and is now the case once again, with the Rule of Paul VI, but
―ex  officio”. The article which follows this, however, seemed to contradict the ―ex officio‖ nature of this visitation: ―the visitors… are appointed  by the Guard ians when
requested.‖   It was now a norm not a counsel that the visitors come form the First
Order or the TOR. They were given the power to dispense from prescriptions of the
Rule for grave and just reasons.

A list of indulgences and privileges was attached to the Rule.

Speaking to the capitulars of the Capuchins who had presented him with a gift of the
―Vie illustrèe de Saint François‖ during an audience on 18 December 1884, the Pope said
that he was convinced that ―the power to regenerate Christian society resided within the Third Order.   One becomes a Tertiary and thereby a true Christian. And this is a soul saved.”

In the Encyclical ―Quod  Auctoritate‖  of 22 December 1885 for the extraordinary Jubilee of 1886, the Pope renewed an invitation to Bishops “to promote and extend the Third Order of the Franciscan brothers who are known as seculars.”
In an audience on 12 March 1886 he repeated to the Capuchin Provincials of Lyon
and Toulouse “I am convinced that it will be through the Third Order and through the spread of the Franciscan spirit that we shall save the world”.
The Pope said to Mons. Touzery, a Canon of Rodez, “the Franciscan tertiaries… are my beloved children … I want to save France by means of the Third Order”.  He said to
Tertiaries from Tyrol that “the Third Order, as in the days of Saint Francis, must now spiritually regenerate humanity”.

Seven years after the promulgation of the Rule, the Pope showed his holy impatience because his  Encyclical “had not yet been understood: I hope to make it understood soon”.
Ten  years  after  the  promulgation  of the  Rule  the  Pope  said  to  a  pilgrimage  of Tertiaries in Rome on 12 April 1893, that he had intended ―to revive and reinvigorate‖ the Third Order.  He was happy that “God fully blessed out plans‖, and he expressed the hope that the Third Order known as  the Order of Penance would be renewed in mortification, in prayer and in charity.

Meanwhile in France there arose an exceptional Tertiary named Leon Harmel, an industrialist  from  Val-des-Bois in the Diocese of Rhymes. A study congress on the social activity of the Third Order was held in his factory in July 1893.  The Pope sent a message of good will and congratulation  praising Leon Harmel‘s generosity, devotion and  attachment  to the Holy See.   On 24  March 1894,  the  Pope received  him in an audience and stated: ―The Third Order of Saint Francis, restructured for social action, is capable of producing marvellous fruit everywhere and specially of saving France”.  The first fruit of the Val-des-Bois congress was the establishment of Provincial Commissars for the Third Order, directed by a National Commissar elected by the Minister General of the Friars Minor.
Leon Harmel played a decisive role in launching a hitherto unheard of and extremely fruitful  season  of  SFO  congresses  which  were  exceptional  for  the  rediscovery  and redefinition of the nature and identity of the SFO and for the awareness of the unity of the Order.  Leon Harmel became a privileged  spokesman of the Pope who found in him a genuine collaborator in carrying out his plan for the rebirth of the SFO and the mission of the SFO which came about as a consequence.  The Pope expressed himself  to him in these words: “We are expecting much from the Third Order for the reform of society”.

Father Giulio del S. Cuore, Commissary General of the Friars Minor in France and
Leon Harmel were received by the Pope in a special audience on 22 January 1879.
In the same year the Pope issued the Encyclical “Felicitate quadam” which was addressed to the Franciscan Order, in which he did not omit to repeat his unfaltering wish that ―the Third Order would flourish with the promise of precious fruit not only in certain places but throughout the world”.

On the 22 February 1899 Leone Harmel was received in private audience by the Pope and had  the  joy of informing him that that some congregations of Tertiaries had promoted organizations whose  aim was to promote the education and welfare of the workers.  He attended another audience on 22 September 1899, in the role of director of a pilgrimage of French workers to Rome and President of the permanent committee for Franciscan congresses and pilgrimages.  On this occasion the Pope expressed the wish that the French Tertiaries might become an example to those in Italy.

On 7  September  1901  the  Pope,  at  the  request  of the  Ministers  General of the Franciscan Order, wrote a final letter to the Third Order in which he repeated his wishes that the Third Order  ―would  blossom once again in the number and devotion of its members‖ and outlined what were his expectations: ―the Third Order invites its members to just, devout and upright conduct and teach  honesty  and sanctity of life within the family circle‖.
On 21 July 1903, after twenty-five years as Pope, the great Leo XIII died, the Pope
of the social reform of the Church, who founded his activity on the spirit, the teaching and the ideal of Saint Francis of Assisi. (End of the passage which freely cited from G. Andreozzi, Storia delle regole).

(What follows is freely taken and adapted from M. Bigi, L‟Universale Salute)

In the short term the response of the Third Order to the teaching of Leo XIII was excellent.   But  its  impetus was weakened  notably by the  resistance to the Leonine reforms and also because the program of social reform following the Franciscan style did not progress much because of the reaction  to  ―modernism‖  whose active promoters (even within the SFO) were wise but lacking in the  foresight,  courage and prophetic vision which, on the contrary, was evident in Leo XIII.
In any case Leo XIII succeeded in giving a really inspired impulse to the spread of the SFO and the Secular Franciscan apostolate towards the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century.
Written material for Tertiaries and by Franciscan Tertiaries abounded, supported and
promoted by religious upon whom the Order was always dependent and subject.  There was an  important  moment of reawakening on the part of the religious who generously took up the promotion, spread and growth of the Franciscan Third Order with conviction.
At the behest of the Ministers General and Provincial, the Order began to restructure
itself through the setting up of religious commissars, secretaries and directors, even supporting a movement among Secular Franciscans aimed at better self-awareness and at attempting to begin to be agents of their own vocation and mission in the Church.
Once again an Order began to take shape that was no longer aimed at only achieving
a spiritual perfection which sometimes was not anchored  in real life,  but  which, by completely assuming its own secularity, would put itself at the service of the Church and the Gospel within the context of society and the world of work and politics.
Fraternities made up of priests also flourished, following the example set by the
two Popes Pius IX and Leo XIII, who entered the Franciscan Family with purpose and conviction through the SFO.
In the fraternity at Ara Coeli in Rome, nine of the professed members were Cardinals!

THE SEASON OF CONGRESSES

The ferment  generated by the action of Pope Leo  XIII was also  marked  by the celebration of  regional, national and international congresses both during and after his pontificate.
The idea of congresses was born, as we have already noted, at the meeting of the First
International Study Commission which was held at Val de Bois (France) from 18 to 20
July 1893, at the instigation and following the inspiration of Leon Harmel who hosted the
participants who  came  from Italy,  Holland,  Belgium and  Switzerland  in  addition  to France. The message which Leo XIII sent them stated that the objective of the meeting was to: ―study the means by which the Franciscan Third Order might continue to flourish from day to day, expand widely and produce abundant fruit to the advantage of human society”.

THE FIRST FRENCH NATIONAL CONGRESS (Paray-le-Monial, 11-13 September 1894) had a  predominantly social slant which reflected the discussions brought up by Rerum Novarum.  In fact the topics of capitalism, money and usury were dealt with.  This line of argument and social matters also run through the subsequent series of congresses.  There were seven in all.  However, they did not exhaust the whole of the problems treated and discussed: the nature and objective of the SFO, structure of fraternities, spiritual life and the means to develop it, presence in the Church including at the local level, works of charity.  At some congresses the presence of representatives of neighbouring countries is recorded.

THE FIRST CONGRESS IN ITALY was the gathering of the regions of Northern Italy which took place at Novara from 24-27 September 1894.  The topics dealt with included the nature and  objective of the SFO, its “modern social action” following on the teachings of Leo XIII, its  organization with reference also to the urgency for social impact.   It  ended  voting  on  thirty-five  resolutions,  the  greater  part  of  which  was subsequently entered in the legislation of the SFO.

The CONGRESS  celebrated  in Assisi  from 10-13  October  1895  had  a  NATIONAL character  with  representatives  from all  the  regions.   The topics  treated  included  the spirituality of the Third Order, its discipline and organization, the collaboration with other groups of Catholic laity and of social influence.

The most important of these was certainly the INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS promoted by the  Ministers General of the Friars Minor, the Conventuals, the Capuchins and the Third Order Regular. It took place in Rome from 22 to 26 October 1900 on the occasion of the double event of the Holy Year and the beginning of the century.  According to the chronicles of the day seventeen thousand Tertiaries participated in this Congress. They discussed the usual topics regarding the objective of the Third Order, its life and the ways to make it spread.  Before the Congress Leo XIII, who by now was ninety years of age, addressed the participants in the Congress in a Brief dated 21 September recalling his hopes for the reform of the Third Order and stating that the Congress ―was proof that his hopes and  concerns had not been in vain‖.  The Pope sent an Apostolic Brief (4
November 1900) to the Tertiaries attending the Congress in which he expressed his pleasure at their ―union of souls” and recalled that unity of law gives unity to the body and by its observance come strength of body and effectiveness of action”.

The overall value of the period of congresses of the Third Order brings us to a few conclusions: from the midst of the intense and shared discussions which were held, the SFO established fundamental topics for reflecting on its nature and position in the Church  following  the  Leonine  reform  and  for  reflecting  on  its  organizational structure. It also presented a concrete and  dynamic picture of the multiplicity of its spiritual and  apostolic commitments. However, it  also  showed the contradictory and perhaps premature elements still present in its generous attention paid to social problems.
Two factions became clear:

•	―the  individualists”  who	intended  to  preserve the Third  Order‘s character  as a
association for  Christian perfection.
•	―the socials‖ who, without failing to assume the above fundamental point, wished to
direct  the activity of the Tertiaries towards social issues following the directive of the
Pope.

There was also opposition from ―those who did not wish to see new directions applied to the Order of Penance‖.  The development of the topics at the Congresses during a period of fifteen years confirms the  perplexity between the two tendencies of tradition and innovation which makes us realize how  difficult was the path to defining the position and role of the laity in the Church.

Let us recall TWO  of the significant statements from the wealth of the period of the congresses.

•	One  was  made  by  Giulio	Salvadori  (1862-1928)  one  of  the  best  and  most representative figures  of the modern Franciscan laity, who at the Congress at Novara
demonstrated  the validity and importance of this statement: “The Franciscan Third Order can and  should assist in unraveling the social question, as it did in former times; but in addition to its being an institution of prayer as it is considered to be now, it should still eminently be an active and   social  institution” and he added that the objective of the new Rule was to form ―neither bigots nor theologians, but upright people  animated by the spirit of truth and love,”

•	The other is the emphasis on thirteen points on the ―Franciscan mentality”  which were passed at the congress at Paray-le-Monial in 1908 in which the specific character of secular Franciscanism was identified in relation to the serious and urgent problems of social life.

The nineteenth century was not only the century of the renewal and social drive of the SFO, but also of its spiritual reform which became evident in numerous testimonies of sanctity:

•	Joseph Benedict Cottolengo (1842), Joseph Cafasso (1860) John Bosco (1888) were three priest  Tertiaries who drew Franciscan inspiration for charity to the   poor, the sick and outcasts, to youth in need of counseling and  education.
•	The eleven Chinese martyrs who were beheaded during the Boxer Rebellion (1900)
together  with two Bishops and nine Franciscan sisters, enriched the SFO martyrology which was almost completely made up of Tertiaries from Asia.
•	Contardo Ferrini (1902) constituted another outstanding example of sanctity.



THE 20TH  CENTURY

PIUS X

Following the death of the great Leo XIII on 4 August 1903, Cardinal Giuseppe Sarto (1835-1914) was elected to succeed him, and he took the name of Pius X. Because of his outstanding virtues of devotion, poverty, simplicity of life and conduct carried on also  while Pontiff he was  canonized by Pope Pius XII  in 1954.  Pius X was also  a Franciscan Tertiary.

Under his Pontificate the history of the SFO is marked by TWO noteworthy EVENTS of varying importance which cast their influence on the life of the Secular Fraternity even today.

THE FIRST FACT is the plan to establish a FEDERATION of the various Fraternities.
It originated out of the congresses, which not only continued to be celebrated but spread beyond the French and Italian regions, for example, to Canada (Montreal 1900) and Spain (Santiago de Compostela 1909)

Two fixed historical situations within the SFO underpinned the plan for federation of the fraternities.
The first consists in the fact that the juridical personality of the fraternities had always been  connected to the canonical erection of each individual fraternity and that other connection links,  whether  on the basis of territory or hierarchical levels, though seeming appropriate, logical, advisable, were never made official until the Rule of 1978, article twenty of which speaks about coordination and unity.
The second might appear to be paradoxical but is undeniable: the Secular Order
always had substantial unity of charism, legislation, spiritual traditions, heritage of sanctity and of  history, but it also had divisions, not to say fractures, in how it was directed and managed, to the  extent that it followed the segmentations, both transitory and permanent, into which the First  Order, to  which it  had been attached, had been divided.

Faced with this situation and in the enthusiastic and lively climate of the reform of Leo XIII, the federation of fraternities appeared to be a basic necessary first step towards the unity of the SFO, which had to pass through the phase of being interobediential.

The idea of federation was born in France.  The eighth resolution of the congress in  Paray-le-Monial in 1908 stated that: ―the fraternities should tend towards forming a federation among themselves‖.  However, it did not add other more concrete directives, leaving the way open for  flexibility in organizational choices, which in France were heading towards solutions based on Dioceses and Regions.
In those days the push towards greater unity within the Franciscan Family came from
the Popes.
By means of the Constitution Felicitate quadam (15 May 1879), Leo XIII had united
the branches of the Observants, the Reformati, the Alcantarians, and the Recollects under the denomination of Friars Minor.
By means of the Brief Septimo iam pleno saeculo (4 October 1909), Pius X had resolved the  questions relating to the authenticity of the three major branches and the
juridical succession of the Ministers General as ―equal in dignity and power‖.
Subsequently, this principle was applied to the Third Order with respect to which
“the Ministers General of the three Orders had equal authority‖. The consequence for the Tertiaries was a kind of unity in enjoying spiritual privileges so that those who belonged to the ―obedience‖ of one of the Ministers General enjoyed the same privileges and indulgences ―as those who were subject to the other two‖.
The Pope made reference to this Brief at the beginning of the Letter Delectavit nos (17 December 1909), which was addressed to the Tertiaries in Rome, when he expressed his pleasure at having seen that they had decided ―to build a fraternal federation among all Franciscan Tertiaries of the Fraternities in Rome, and to associate themselves with all the other Fraternities spread throughout Italy.  In fact nothing could be more opportune for you than such an association and alliance.”
They began, while taking as their inspiration and animator the Franciscan Cardinal Vives y Tuto, to take the first step towards becoming interobediential, which at this stage was only in principle  since, when at the meeting held in Rome from 16 to 18
September 1913 the discussion turned to the organizational phase, notable differences
arose  which  provoked  the  direct  intervention  of  the  Pope  (sought  by  some  of  the participants) who expressed his disapproval.

A year before this on 8 September 1912, Pope Pius X had sent a letter to the Ministers
General of the First Order entitled Tertium Franciscalium Ordinem.
This is the  SECOND FACT that had a profound effect on the life of the SFO and which
conditioned its existence till the middle of the 20th century. In the overview of history that deals with the Third Order we note silence or reluctance concerning this matter.  It is, therefore, fitting  in the  long  run to offer an unbiased  judgment  and to  examine the document.

Two principal topics are intertwined in the text of the Letter:

•	One expressed  pleasure for the spread of the Third Order and its blossoming which happened ―not  only because of the number of its membership but also because of their  works‖.   It  recalled  what  Leo  XIII  said  concerning  its  establishment  and objective.  It reaffirmed that ―these  two  things are specific to Tertiaries‖:  fraternal harmony and love of penance‖. It stressed the validity of the principle of union of the Tertiaries.  It indicated some updated applications of the fundamental  points of the Rule of 1289 and 1883.

•	The other clearly states that ―for some time‖ and ―by certain intimations‖ the Pope
―feels a certain fear that, on the pretext of cooperating in the betterment of society, less prudent  ideas concerning new things have in some places crept into the Third Order‖ and he indicates two methods of avoiding the  difficulties that follow this: the direct reaffirmation that “the  governance of the Third Order is specifically given to the religious of the First Order, who are ―teachers and leaders‖ of the tertiaries and	– since the objective which they should follow  is  that of ―implementing  the precepts of Gospel perfection‖ – the prohibition  without exception of “members of the  Third  Order  as  such,  becoming	involved  in  civil  or  purely  economic matters”.  It  is,  however,  permitted  to  individuals  to  join  Catholic  associations committed to  social action and to contribute to achieving their objectives. Certain specific regulations for the development of congresses of the SFO bring the Letter to an end, with the renewed injunction that in them ―they shun all economic and social questions‖.

To express a judgment on this document, it is not enough to say that it presents two different concepts of the secular Fraternities:
§ One which emphasises the formative and spiritual aspect
§ Another which attempts to include in the secular Franciscan vocation a temporal
commitment
and which sees the former as justified and the second as dangerous, if not false.

Pius X‘s determined intervention should be placed in a broader context.
The strong numerical growth in Tertiaries, which followed the invitation issued by Leo XIII, was not always accompanied by adequate formation and Pope Leo‘s idea of reform was not correctly and completely understood.
Also the Papal document needs to be understood in the light of the condemnation of
modernism, which was a mark of the Pontificate of Pius X and which brought into the ecclesiastical  context  of  the  day  an  atmosphere  which  was  somewhat  excessively suspicious  and  did  not  exempt  even  famous  figures,  such  as  Cardinal  Ferrari,  the Archbishop of Milan, who was later beatified.

The Tertium Franciscalium Ordinem was part of this broader context and it is there that it finds its validation. It has been said that in these years the “dream” of making the Third Order a great movement of spiritual and social renewal failed and, on the other hand, the SFO was not ready to respond to the plans Leo XIII had for it.
In fact, the capacity of the secular Fraternities to present themselves as expressions of
a Franciscan  laity,  acting  in  social  life  by  contributions  which  were  not  only  of  a charitable nature, was drastically limited by the intervention of Pius X.

There would no longer be an almost overflowing number of Fraternities which would be actively  involved in discussions of social problems, but not of a very high level of Franciscan  formation.	The  strict  application  of  the  Papal  regulations  managed  to preserve them for a little while but they increasingly became the projections of religious in the world with the risk of an ever more  pronounced “monastification” and of underlying devotionalism.

A few  statistics on the  number  of Tertiaries  in  the world  (the  statistics are  not rigorous but are important) reveal a growth phase between 1915 and 1935 and a decline especially between 1935 and 1960.  The following table gives us an idea.
What are the underlying reasons for this curve which rises at first and then declines?

Year
1915
Tertiaries
2.437.446
1925
2.892.813
1935
3.906.366
1942
3.191.197
1952
2.452.673
1960
2.021.838

Regarding  the  first  period  we  should  remember  that  the  Third  Order,  whatever direction it  followed in seeking its identity, was one of the few associations of the lait y that was recognized by the Code of Canon Law promulgated in 1917, and it was brought to the attention of the faithful on the seventh centenary of its establishment (1921) and of the death of Saint Francis (1926).

BENEDICT XV



The seventh centenary of the Third Order was celebrated during the pontificate of
Benedict XV, who was also a Franciscan Tertiary.

The celebrations of the centenary culminated in
•	The publication of the  Encyclical Sacra propediem (6 January 1921), the only one to be entirely dedicated to the Secular Order by a Pope in modern  history and by
•	The celebration of THE  SECOND INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS held in Rome from 15 to 18 September 1921.

The Encyclical consisted in a renewed summary of all that concerned teaching on the Third Order, historical aspects (with special reference to the Rule of Nicholas IV and Leo XIII), its prospects. With  respect to these, it expressed the hope that the Order would spread to every city, country and village, that the membership of “youth, women and workers” would increase, even if they already belonged to other Catholic associations, since ―this Order proposes… to guide its members to Christian perfection, however the y might be involved in the world, since no state of life is incompatible with sanctity‖.
What stood out in the context of the Encyclical was the definition of the SFO as a true Order (Ordo veri nominis) and  this was often quoted in subsequent  literature regarding the SFO.

In the INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS in 1921 the following topics were treated:
•	The sanctification of tertiaries
•	The running of the fraternity
•	The Franciscan reform of society
•	Promotion and apostolate

Lay speakers were chosen and the agendas provided for discussion and voting in linguistic  groups.  Father Gemelli closed the congress and a message was sent to the world from Aracoeli Basilica in Rome. It was addressed to all people, ―brothers, near and far, of all tongues, of every honest political party, white collar and blue collar workers, who in the dignity of their daily work sanctify  their  daily bread‖,  calling on them to renew ―the sweet greeting of Saint Francis: pax et bonum”.

In   as   much   as   it   was   “absolutely   forbidden   to   treat   political   matters, interobediential federation, Franciscans international or other matters that were not directly  connected with the objectives of the Third Order”, and no expressions of opinion were allowed in the plenary sittings, the congress was dynamic in the content of its reports and, above all, in the interventions which tried the patience of the chairpersons who made efforts to prevent the congress going beyond the limits set for it.

To give an idea of the extreme clarity with which it dealt with matters let us cite a phrase used by Father Gemelli, who when referring to experience with youth in Milan said: ―Only when the Tertiaries  broaden the sphere of their development, can we hope not to repeat what is too frequently said, or at least thought: that is, that the Third  Order  is  simply  a  gathering  of  people  only  aiming  at  gaining  a  certain number of indulgences”.

PIUS XI

The centenary of the death of Saint Francis was celebrated during the pontificate of
Pius XI (1857-1939), “an old Tertiary”, as he described himself on more than one occasion.  In fact he had entered the Third Order as a young man in September 1874.

On 30 April 1926, Pius XI published the Encyclical Rite expiatis to remind the Catholic world of the passing of Saint Francis and in that document he dedicated a large amount of space to the Third Order.

However this historical profile written by Pope Pious XI should also be understood in a wider context  that includes his initiative in support of Catholic Action. The Pope formulated what is now regarded as its classical definition of ―participation of the laity in the hierarchical apostolate of the Church‖. He sought and obtained its protection also in the civil society context. He defended it in difficult times and confirmed the decision of Benedict XV to assign Saint Francis as its protector.

The often difficult and complex journey to give the laity an ecclesiastical status, that was in line with the Baptismal dignity of all the faithful and with the need for an active and effective presence in the life of society, found a reference point in the action taken by Pius XI.
It was from this point that the first steps were taken in the theology of the laity and there was born a new and more secure approach to the activity and the structures of lay associations.

This process of reflection also touched the Third Order.
Pius XI had started it by certain teachings which we do well to recall. In some
audiences granted to various groups of Tertiaries he recalled that what constituted “the
profession of life of a good Franciscan Tertiary:
―  … is not the rigor of the vows, or life in common, or religious life according to
the letter but according to the spirit.  It is the spirit of that life and of that perfection lived within the family, in daily living, in ordinary life within the world.‖
He, then, recalled the need to qualify the secular Franciscan vocation:
“If they are to be faithful Christians like the rest there is no need for them to be
Tertiaries … a Franciscan Tertiary calls for a special title… which cannot be usurped
– and it would be usurped if it did not imply something special.”



THE INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS OF THE FRANCISCAN THIRD ORDER IN 1950

At  the  end  of  the  Holy  Year  in  1950,  the  International  Congregation  of  the
Leaders of the Franciscan Third Order took place  in Rome from 17-20 December.
The two thousand participants, who included religious, came from fifteen countries
and seven linguistic areas.
The congress was staged as an interobediential event.
In fact  from 5 September 1946 the International Interobediential Council had been functioning  although only experimentally, set up by the Ministers General of the First Order and the TOR and  consisting of four religious who exercised the office of Commissaries General for the SFO.
It was an interobediential embryo born from above which, in fact, conferred some kind of unity.  The topic that had been chosen was the apostolate which was considered to be the most opportune in  view of the needs of the day. The reports spelled out a complete picture of the nature and activities of secular Fraternities in the new age.
The high quality of the speakers – Giuseppe Dossetti, Giorgio La Pira, the historian
Chiminelli, Joseph Folliet, secretary of ―Social Weeks‖ in France, James Schwanzerbach
– kept the discussion on a high plane. The congress reflected on how, without changing the  nature  of  the  institution,  practical  ways  should  be  found  to  live  the  secular Franciscan charism, to  maintain links with other lay associations, to coordinate the efforts  and  work  of the  Third  Order  in  line  with  the  orientations  that  would  have characterized the SFO in the second half of the century.
I am pleased to relay the image of the contemporary Tertiary given by our French
brother Folliet from the minutes of the congress: ―Whether it be a member of parliament or  trade   unionist   or  a  person  who  dedicates  himself  to  scientific  research,  to philosophical speculation,  to  social service, to family life, at the top or bottom of the social scale,  who speaks in public or  observes in silence,  who chooses apostolic or political activity, he will manifest himself by such  original  vision, by this simple, poor and joyful style, by complete detachment from wealth, including his own will and self- love….”

The concluding resolution of the congress, the one that states that ―in addition to local Councils, regional, provincial, national and international councils be set up as soon as possible, stands out.  While from the responses to the questionnaire circulated before the congress there emerged the request to work out Constitutions as a commentary and application of the Rule of Leo XIII.  Many reasons were given in support of this request:
―the brevity of the Rule of Leo XIII, the need to update in line with the Code of Canon
Law, the link with Catholic Action, the structural evolution of the Third Order itself, unity of direction of the whole Franciscan Order for the Third Order.‖

PIUS XII AND THE GENERAL CONSTITUTIONS OF 1957

The General Constitutions were worked out between 1952 and 1957.
In the meantime on 1 July 1956, Pope Pius XII, himself a Franciscan Tertiary since the early years of his priesthood, delivered a speech to the Italian Franciscan Tertiaries which, while linked to the  preceding teachings, outdid them all  in the precise and paternally  insistent  identification  of  the  reasons  which  might  have  brought  the Third Order to a phase of “organic stagnation” or  “spiritual tepidity” and in the clear indication of a program of renewal that set out, in clear  theological terms, the leap in quality which the secular fraternity should make in order to become ―a school of Christian  perfection,  of real  Franciscan spirit,  of zealous and  prompt  action  for  the building up of the Body of Christ‖.
Both Pius XII‘s speech and the material collected on the occasion of the international
congress  were  used  in  drawing  up  the  Constitutions  which  were  approved  and promulgated on 25 August 1957.

The Constitutions of 1957 are one of the most extensive and complete texts of the
legislation  of  the  SFO.   They  bring  together,  systematize  and  clarify  whatever  had previously been worked out with respect to the Third Order, from the definition of its nature and objective to  governance, divided between external (belonging to the First Order and the TOR) and internal (belonging to the Tertiaries), from a plan of life, which is spiritually deep, complete and specific, to disciplinary norms. Article 121 offered the possibility  of  setting  up  Councils  at  a  higher  level  than   local  Councils  and  the appropriateness of expanding them to the interobediential level, also  considering the possibility of having such offices as that of national presidents and a ―general president‖. It was on the basis of this article that, even before the rule of 1978, it was possible to begin the  process of unity and structuring of the SFO at an international level. Moreover, many revisions  and new drafting of statutes concerning spiritual assistance and the organizational structure of individual nations, derived from these Constitutions.

The Constitutions of 1957 represent the ―point at which the SFO‖ had arrived on the eve of the  Second Vatican Council which would  have placed the problems and the structures  identified  in  the  Constitutions  in  a  different  and  deeper  theological  and ecclesial context, which, in turn, would have  raised the need for a new edition of the Rule.
(Here concludes what has been freely cited from M. Bigi Universale Salute).


THE SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL

The Second Vatican Council constituted a beneficial earthquake regarding the way the Church saw herself.  A new ecclesiology is re-delineated which, in essence, is the same as that  of Francis.   It  is  a  comprehensive  ecclesiology of communion  based  on the ontology of Baptismal grace.
It took seven hundred years to genuinely return to Francis, who had done nothing else than return to the Gospel and to Christ and his Apostles and to the apostolic Church, as did the Second Vatican Council.

The Council launched a new theology of the laity and the time was finally ripe to begin to gather the fruits  of reflection which had taken place over the past 60-70 years among Secular Franciscans thanks to the enlightenment and prophetic vision of great Popes, who were Secular Franciscans, as were Leo XIII, Benedict XV, Pius XI and XII, of Ministers General of the First Order and the TOR and of some Commissaries General, who with a vital sense of history and love for the Franciscan Family, permitted  this epoch-making turnaround.  May God reward them all and may their names be forever blessed as also those of our  secular  brothers and  sisters who  were the real authentic and  prophetic pioneers of the SFO of the third millennium.

PAUL VI AND THE PAULINE RULE OF 1978 “SERAPHICUS PATRIARCHA”

Paul VI, the first non-Franciscan Pope following on a line of seven, gave us a Rule.  His teaching was no less beneficial than that of his predecessors.  The SFO owes him a lot: it was  he  who  brought  the  Council to  a  close  and  chartered  the  early  difficult  times following the Council. It was he who first explicitly spoke of UNITY.

The process of updating the Rule of 1883 began officially in November 1965 with a letter sent by the  four Commissaries General to the four Ministers General of the First Order and TOR seeking a revision of this Rule.
Permission was given to begin to gather suggestions and proposals from all parts of the world.  By  means of a letter from the Commissaries General dated 9 March 1966, which was addressed to all the Ministers Provincial, Commissaries Provincial, Directors and  Tertiaries,  the  long  and  tiresome  work  of  the  revision  of  all  the  fundamental legislation of the Order began: Rule, Constitutions and Ritual.
In 1967 the responses began to come in.  They clearly contained a desire to profoundly
reform the Rule of 1883.
It is interesting to note that in the first instance Franciscans from 24 countries responded:
France, Spain, Brazil, Australia, New Zealand, Holland, Germany, Italy, Peru, Colombia, Poland,  Yugoslavia,  Japan,  The  Philippines,  Belgium,  Canada,  The  United  States, Mexico, Rhodesia, England, Ireland, Austria.
On that occasion more countries responded than now respond to the circular letters of the International Presidency !!!!

The responses were collected and analyzed in an interobediential meeting in Assisi in
January of 1968.  The meeting took place at S. Maria degli Angeli.
However…not even one Secular Franciscan was present!!!
The twelve Franciscan religious who met stressed this incongruity. The meeting took
place but they promised that this would be the last occasion when those directly involved, the Secular Franciscans, would not be present.

It was decided that the Rule would be set out in three sections

1	Nature and objective of the Third Order
2	The way of life of the Secular Franciscans
3	Essential points regarding the organization of the Order.

It was also decided to create an Interobediential Secretariat  made up of two Secular Franciscans  from  each  obedience.  These  were:  Fausta  Casolini,  Anna  Cesari,  Lucia Mattei,  Vincent  McAloon,   Augusto   Natali,  Lidia  Petroli,  Riccardo  Ricci,  Stefano Ricciardi.

In July 1968 a first draft was sent to Tertiaries and directors throughout the world. The first draft was not well received.
So the Commissaries General decided to convoke an International Interobediential
Congress in Assisi from 27 September to 3 October 1969.
The work was carried out by three commissions in five linguistic groups.
The Congress produced 25 proposals. The third commission worked out the basis of unity
of the structures.
On the basis of these guidelines which had  been fully debated and shared, a  single
Commission was set up composed of the Presidency of the Congress (Jan van der Putten, Holland; Pomena Pefanis, Canada: Abbot Pierre Souche, France), of the five Presidents
of  the  linguistic  groups  (Waldemar  Roebuck,  USA;  Max  Travet,  France;  Annelies Kammenhuber,  Germany; Augusto Natali, Italy; Fernando de Trazegnies, Peru) and of the Secretary General of the Congress, Father David Retana OFM, Mexico, to collaborate with the four Commissaries General to work up a new text.

Things did not work out as planned and the Commission was reconstituted in July
1972.
Father Leon Bedrune OFM took the place of Father David Retana as secretary general
and, at  the request  of the General Assistants (a title which replaced Commissaries), Manuela Mattioli (who had served in the meantime as President of the newly formed International Interobediential Council) joined the members of the Presidency.

The Presidency worked up various drafts and finally in March of 1974 a Basic Text was sent to the International Commission.  This Commission consisted of 17 members (3 of whom were women) representing 11 countries including a representative of Franciscan Youth.
Although it liked many aspects of the new version, the Commission criticized the lack of
 an adequat e  pr esent at io n o f a  ―spec if ica ll y  secular sp ir it ua lit y‖ .

On the basis of the observations of the Commission, the Presidency produced a new draft of the Rule (the 1975 edition) which was forwarded to National Councils of the Order throughout the world on 30 April 1975 for study and comment.
Numerous responses arrived and they were very diverse.
The General Assistants examined all of them and in September 1976, the Presidency of
the International Interobediential Council decided to establish a local Commission composed of 5  lay people and 2 religious with the task of producing a new text of the Rule.

The text prepared by this commission was given to a group of 4 experts (Ludovico Cava OFM Conv., Lazaro Iriarte OFM Cap., Atanasio Matanic OFM, Francesco Provenxano TOR) to examine the text from the point of view of Canon Law, of history, of theology and Franciscan spirituality.
On the basis of the comments of the experts, the General Assistants edited another text which was called the text of the General Assistants”.

An International Commission which met in Rome was assigned the task of refining the text and this was ready in April of 1977.
This text (the final edition) was finally sent to the General Assistants so that they could
present it to the Ministers General for their approval and the subsequent final approval on the part of the Congregation of Religious.

The Ministers General made small modifications and added an Introductory Chapter, the Prologue,  the   First  Letter  of  Saint  Francis  to  the  faithful  Penitents.  This  was  a providential addition which  perfected the Rule making  it  a document  of the highest spiritual value that embraced the life and history of the Order from its early days down to the present. It was definitely a Rule which, although  updated for the present, sunk its
roots perceptibly into the very saint-Franciscan origins of the SFO.

The Congregation suggested a small number of corrections and above all introduced the important article 3 which offered a summary continuity with preceding Rules and set the Rule itself under the direct responsibility of the Holy See.
Finally as we all know the beloved Paul VI presented us with the New Rule on 24
June 1978.

Other important moments of the updating of our legislation were:

•	The approval of the  new SFO Ritual (Congregation of Divine Worship, 9 March
1985);
•	General Constitutions (Congregation for the Institutes of Consecrated Life and the
Societies of Apostolic Life, 8 December 2000).

Subsequently the Rule had a sort of solemn confirmation and authentic commentary from Pope John Paul II in a talk delivered to the participants of the International Congress of the SFO on 27 September 1982:
―It is an authentic treasure in your hands tuned up with the spirit of Vatican II and responding to  what the Church expects from you. Love, study and live your Rule because the values that it contains are eminently those of the Gospel.  Live these values in fraternity and live them in the world, in which you are involved and rooted by your very vocation‖.



THE FIRST STEPS TOWARDS UNITY

The first international body of the SFO was appointed in 1969, as an international Discretorium  (advisory body) by the Minister General of the Friars Minor Capuchin within the sphere of his  religious family and he nominated Manuela Mattioli as its President.

In 1973 the four Ministers General of the First Order and the TOR nominated the First International  Council of the Franciscan Third Order (CITOF later CIOFS), which under the qualified and active presidency of the same Manuela Mattioli, provided a very outstanding push towards the unity of the SFO and its presence in the Church.

In 1976 and in 1982, according to the norms of the Statutes which had been approved in the meantime, the CIOFS (Consilium Internationalis Ordo Franciscanus Saecularis) was elected from the National  Councils thus enlarging its representation to include all the cultural areas of the world.  Thus,  the  SFO  began  its own  journey with the regular celebration of its own assemblies or ―general chapters‖, during the fifth of which (Rome,
1988) the new Constitutions came up for consideration.

GENERAL CHAPTERS: HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT OF UNITY.
Stages in the implementation of unity in various countries of the world.

Prior to the Pauline Rule there were no binding lay structures since the laity depended on the religious (directors and commissaries).
The  Constitutions  of  1957  provided  for  possible  obediential  regional,  provincial, national and general and eventually even interobediential structures. Such structures,
however, were only optional.
Before the Pauline Rule, obediential structures above those at the local level had been
established in some countries including Italy, Portugal, Brazil and Spain.

1969 –  The  1st   International  Council  with  its  Minister  General,  convoked  by  the Capuchin  obedience.   The  Minister  General  Manuela  Mattioli,  and  councillors  were nominated by the Minister General OFM Cap.

1973  –  At  the  wish  of  the  four  Ministers  General  the   First  Interobediential International Council was established which in fact already united, because it included all the obediential components .  There was one Minister General, Manuela Mattioli but four Vice Ministers.  These were chosen by the Ministers General.

1975 – The 1st International Congress (1st General Chapter) of the SFO.

1976 - First convocation by the Ministers General for elections. Before the Rule. The election was carried out by the National Councils according to the norms of the CITOF Statutes which had been issued by the Ministers General (OFM, Cap, Conv, TOR). Postal voting !

1979 – (6-10 October) 2nd General Chapter
The keynote was the Rule which had just been delivered (Encarnacion del Pozo and
Father José Angulo Quilis TOR)

1982 – (22-30 September) 3rd General Chapter
Keynote: responsibility for animation of the Order.

1984 – (Madrid) (27 April – 3 May) – 4th General Chapter, 1st elective Chapter.  The first new Statutes for CIOFS were approved.

1988 – 5th General Chapter (Mid term)
Theme: Commencement of study for the General Constitutions.

The completion of unity at the national level throughout the world, except in Italy and Colombia, was achieved in 1990. Colombia immediately followed in 1993.

The realisation  of  unity was accompanied  by the significant  drop  in  the number of Tertiaries.  This was also due to the disenchantment of the friars. In fact, the Order was completely dominated by the friars who, following the recognition of the autonomy of the SFO had  no further incentive to  care about  “recruitment”  (in truth, often not very
selective).

1990 (Fatima) – 6th General Chapter – 2nd Elective General Chapter
The General Constitutions were issued ad experimentum
The Congress recommended  that  the unification of the  National  bodies  be properly completed as also the Regional bodies.

1993 – (Mexico City) 7th General Chapter (mid term)
New International Statutes
The Church extended the experimentation of the General Constitutions for three years
Decision on representation at Chapters: one country, one vote.

1996 – (Rome) –8th   General Chapter – 3rd Elective Chapter. Discussion on completion of the unity of Italy
Italy was represented by four non-voting observers because of the lack of one Councillor to speak for all.

1999 – (Madrid) – 9th General Chapter
The  term  of  experimentation  for  the  General  Constitutions  comes  to  an  end;  the
Chapter approves the proposed amendments.

2002 – (Rome) – 10th   General Chapter – 4th   Elective General Chapter
Approval of the new Statutes of the International Fraternity of the SFO.
Pope  John  Paul  II‟s   message  which  solemnly  confirmed  the  unity  and  the
uniqueness of the SFO and the basic characteristics of its nature and structure and, while underlining the  completion of the legislative journey of the SFO, invited the SFO to summon the strength and courage to take up its ecclesial and Franciscan role in the Third Millennium.

2005 – (Assisi) 11th General Chapter
Theme of the Chapter: The Franciscan Novitas: Mission and testimony

2008 – (Hungary) 12th General Chapter – 5th Elective General Chapter
Theme  of  the  Chapter:  The  Profession  of  Secular  Franciscans  and  their  Sense  of
Belonging

CONCLUSIONS

The Franciscan Order of Secular Penitents has had a complex life over the centuries as did the rest of the Family, with the aggravation that for five centuries, for reasons which we have described in the  course of the lecture, the Order did not have the chance to express itself as such because of the total subjection to religious .

The Franciscan Family, although it sprung from that meek and humble person that Saint Francis was, a true image of his Lord Jesus, had always been marked by conflicts coming from one faction to prevail over  the other.  The Third Order was caught up more than
anyone else, in these litigations, which at times involved a departure from the original charism, and  was  greatly affected by the consequences of the problems created and experienced by religious of the First Order and of the ever present feeling of superiority of religious and clerics over the laity.
From  1417  onward,  the  Franciscan  Seculars  were  subjected  to  the  religious  and gradually lost the original traits of being masters of their own history and to some extent also of their specific mission, within the body of the Franciscan Family.

For some centuries, therefore, the life of the Order was a difficult and ―diminished‖ life
with respect to what it should have been according to its original project and nature.

Following a period of great enthusiasm and initial productive activity which lasted for about  two  centuries  after  its  birth,  the  Order  went  through  a  period  of  substantial stagnation with many ups and downs.
The lack of recognition of its autonomy and structural unity, which is required to take up and fulfill its role, played a decisive part in the inability of the Order to recognize its own identity and to make a significant contribution to the mission of the Family.

Up till 1978 (and beyond) Secular Franciscans were often considered by the religious to be not so much brothers of equal dignity destined and organized for the same apostolic mission in the Church and the world (Novitas), but as the simple object of catechesis and exhortation to just be good Christian faithful with a sprinkling of Franciscan devotion.

For too long Secular Franciscan Spirituality, which is specific to Secular Franciscans only,  as distinct  and  complementary to  that of religious,  has  had  no  real chance of asserting itself as such and, on  the contrary, the aim was to assimilate the seculars to spiritualities that were specific to the religious  obediences to which the seculars were subjected.

With Pius IX and, above all, with the great Leo XIII, the Order re-started to find its way and gradually began to recover the consciousness of its role, nature and identity.

Reflection on Franciscan Novitas has helped us to understand the context of grace in which the  Franciscan vocation was born and the beginning of the Family, which  is destined to serve the mission which God has entrusted to it over the ages, including all its components.
In the light of this consciousness we can therefore evaluate to what extent, in different periods,  the  Family  fell  short  of  this  mission,  substantially  betraying  its  founding charism.
Therefore, it is important for us to focus on these basic foundations to serve the original
objective faithfully.

This role destined for the rebuilding of the Church, which requires the contribution of all components of  the Franciscan Family, has rested for a long time exclusively on the shoulders of the First and Second Orders (and not always in the best of ways) lacking the balance which the ―third  leg‖  should have  provided for it, that of an adult and mature
SFO, capable of carrying out its part of the mission. The rope could not always support the weight placed on it. As Scripture says: ―A three strand rope is broken with difficulty”. (Qo  4,  12).	In  regaining  unity  and  autonomy  we  should  restore  strength  to  this Franciscan rope so that it will be able to fully carry out its essential role in the Church.

For a long time (this conviction has still not been sufficiently acquired) we have not realized that  without the Seculars (who make up the greatest majority of Franciscans), who live immersed in the concerns of the world (Paul VI), it is impossible to convert and restore the world in Christ down to its most intimate and vital folds.
We do not reflect enough on the fact that Francis remained substantially faithful to his
original ―lay‖  and ―secular‖  vocation. Like Jesus, Francis did not leave the world.  He was deeply immersed in the world.  He ―dirtied his hands‖.
The confusion regarding superiority of status (this is always the problem) that made the lay  Franciscans   appear  to  be  ―second   class‖   Franciscans  rests  on  the  erroneous
comprehension of the expression ―to leave the world”.
Francis did not  leave the world when he became a ‖tonsured  brother‖  but  when he
entered a permanent state of conversion, while he was fully a lay person.
“To leave the world” means to enter the mindset of God and not that of the world.  It
means to be  in the world but  not of the world as Saint John put it.

To serve the world credibly according to God‘s plan we need to bridge the gap: ―the
world is only sin – only the spirit is good‖.
God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten Son.  If God loves the world, that He created, the  world carries within itself, by definition, the holiness that comes from being a creature, a creature that is loved by God.
The world is the place where God works out his plan of love for his creatures, that He
wants to be in need for, and history is the place where each creature discovers God and his love and where man can accomplish the aim of his existence: to partake in the same Divinity of God.

There are no places reserved to a few chosen ones. All places are to be made holy.  All should be restored to Christ and, in him, they are to return to the Father.
The laity and seculars are therefore essential.
This is why we must rediscover the sense of our mission, together with the other two
Franciscan  Orders  and  the  rest  of  the  Family.  It  is  an  essential  mission  in  God‘s
Franciscan plan.

Now that we have been apprised in our Franciscan history, we have the job of restoring the original beauty of the Third Order of Penance of Saint Francis and of fully restoring its  role  in  the  Church  so  that  it  may  play  a  significant  role  to  bring  in  the  Third Millennium the fullness of Christ .


WHAT IS FORMATION?



Anne Mulqueen, OFS



The basic resource for the material presented today is The Guidelines for Formation of the SFO, issued by the Presidency of the International Council of the Secular Franciscan Order, Rome 2001.

As Secular Franciscan formators, you are expected to take this material back to your countries and form other formators. Your greatest challenge will be to create a sense of fraternity for those being formed. You will have to adapt the experiences you have had here in Rome to your culture at home.

I have a few simple suggestions to help you implement what you have learned and experienced.

1.	Before you schedule a formation session, gather all your materials and decide what you already know. If you need more information, research the topic or discuss it with someone you consider knowledgeable.

2.	Determine your goals and objectives for the formation session and repeat them often and in various ways throughout the session.

3.	Observe your participants carefully to determine if your material is being understood. It takes constant attention and awareness. You may have to change your presentation. However, all that matters is that the participants understand the material.

4.	Consider differences in age, educational level, and knowledge of the topic before planning a formation session.

5.	Arrange and outline your points clearly and systematically so that the main ideas and supporting material relate to your objective.

6.	Be thoroughly prepared and know your subject. However, if you don‘t know an answer to a question, don‘t be afraid to tell the person that you don‘t know but that you‘ll get the information and get back to him or her. Humility and truth are essential elements of Franciscan spirituality.

Our theme today is ―What is Formation?‖ It will be delivered in four parts: (1) Identity, Role, and Mission of the Formator; (2) Steps of Formation; (3) Discernment of Formation; and (4) Methodology and Tools to Implement at Home what has been Lived and Learned Together.

I. Identity, Role and Mission of a Formator
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Goal:
 

Comprehension of identity, role and mission primarily in the Initial Formation
Process

Objectives:
This section will assist you:
v  To understand and be able to apply the essential human and psychological traits of a formator
v  To understand and promote growth in essential Catholic Christian fundamentals
v  To understand and to promote growth of essential secular and Franciscan attributes
v  To understand the role of the formator
v  To understand the mission of the formation
v  To facilitate the human, Catholic Christian and Franciscan growth of a prospective member‘s vocation from the initial encounter through full insertion into the fraternity

Identity, Role and Mission of the Formator

The Guidelines for Formation of the SFO tell us that when considering a person for the ministry of formation, we are to choose psychologically, culturally, and spiritually reliable secular Franciscans.

Psychologically, the formator is to be mature, well-balanced, self-controlled, open to dialogue, of good judgment, and able to apply and express what he or she has learned.

Culturally, the formator is to know doctrine, understand methodology, be able to convey information in a concrete fashion, and possess good communications skills.

Spiritually, the formator is to be committed to personal ongoing conversion through ongoing formation. The formator is to be a good witness, faithful to the Franciscan charism, of good character, and discerning.

This represents the goal and the ideal. It is the essence of what every formator wishes to be. If you have been chosen for the ministry of formation by your national fraternity, then, to some degree, you meet these standards.

In the following material I will put shape and form on these ideals.

1.1.	Identity of the Formator
The identity of the formator has three major components: (a) the human and psychological component; (b) the Catholic Christian component; and (c) the Secular and Franciscan component.
1.1.a.   Human and Psychological
A formator must possess a certain degree of maturity, balance, and self-control
before he or she undertakes the ministry of formation. Because those who come to us are vulnerable to our suggestions and biases, we must provide psychologically sound formators to accept this ministry.

Essential Human and Psychological traits:
Applies what is learned and passes it on to others
Dialogues and shares rather than lectures
Is emotionally honest and aware of personal limitations Takes responsibility for personal actions and choices Accepts others wherever they are on the spiritual journey
Attempts to understand the meaning behind the words others say
Stretches beyond one‘s comfort zone
Admits failures and apologize for mistakes
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Listens to others without interrupting or offering solutions Understands that growth is possible but perfection belongs to God Add your own:  	

1.1.b.  Catholic and Christian
A formator must possess sufficient knowledge of the Catholic faith. However,
because actions speak louder than word, a formator must also exhibit Catholic
Christian behavior. Both knowledge and personal witness are essential.

Essential Catholic Christian attributes:
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   A fully initiated Catholic—having received all the sacraments appropriate to his or her state of life
A person of both private and liturgical prayer
A person devoted to meditating on Sacred Scripture, especially the gospels—going from gospel-to-life and life-to-gospel
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   A person familiar with the major documents of the Church, especially the
Second Vatican Council documents and the Catechism of the Catholic
Church
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   A person committed to building up the Church using one‘s God-given talents
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   Add your own:



1.1.c.   Secular and Franciscan
A formator must internalize the charism of Saint Francis and understand lay
spirituality so that his or her very being proclaims the Secular Franciscan way of life.
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Essential Secular and Franciscan traits: Desire to live the Gospel
o Following Francis
o	Through conversion to the gospels
o	In fraternity
o	As a member of the Catholic Church
o	Living a secular lifestyle
o	In life-giving union with all members of the Franciscan family
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  Familiar with
o Sacred Scripture
o the Rule
o the General Constitutions
o International Statutes
o National Statutes
o the Ritual
o the Franciscan charism
o books and resources on St. Francis, St. Clare, and other Franciscan
saints
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o official Church documents
Add your own:



Much of what I have said about the identity of the formator also applies to the
formator‘s role and mission.

I will comment on these two elements, but in less detail.

1.2.	Role of the Formator
The role of a formator will not be effective unless she is a person of prayer and
relies upon the Holy Spirit to guide her own life.

Specifically, the formator‘s role consists of:
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   Calling prospective members to conversion and accompanying them on their spiritual journey, leading the way whenever necessary
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   Giving individual attention to each candidate, especially by being aware of
each one‘s unique circumstances and personality
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   Allowing her love of Christ to determine all that she is and all that she does as a formator
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   Sharing her gifts and talents with the candidates and the fraternity and expecting nothing in return
Possessing a vision so vivid that she does not become discouraged Formulating plans of action that are reasonable and can be accomplished, yet being willing to evaluate and change direction should they prove ineffective

1.3.	The Mission of the Formator
The mission of the formator is simple and scriptural. It is the mission of the
apostles, St. Francis, all evangelizers, and you and me. The mission is to ―Go
therefore, make disciples of all the nations; baptize them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teach them to observe all of the commands I gave you. And know that I am with you always; yes, to the end of time‖ (Matthew 18:18-20).

No one can improve on the mission statement Jesus gave his apostles and which Saint Francis adopted as his own. This first section ends with the words of Jesus to formators: ―Go and make disciples …‖

You may add your insights if you wish:
II.  Steps of Formation


file_204.png



file_205.wmf

Goal:
 

Knowledge and understanding of the various steps of formation

Objectives:
This section will assist you:
v  To facilitate sessions and observe prospective members  for signs of a
vocation
v  To introduce and develop an understanding of Saint Francis, Franciscan
spirituality, Christology, and theology
v  To determine his/her understanding of Church doctrine and provide
pertinent ecclesial documents
v  To prepare candidates for perpetual commitment to the Secular Franciscan
Order
v  To provide transition between formal initial formation and insertion into
full fraternity life
v  Provide material content for each step of formation



Steps of Formation

The Rule and Constitutions

Article 23 of the Rule states that, ―  … admission into the Order is gradually attained through a time of initiation, a period of formation of at least one year, and profession of the rule.‖ Article 37 of the General Constitutions states, ―Membership in the Order is attained through a time of initiation, a time of formation, and the Profession of the Rule.‖

These are minimum requirements. Each nation can adapt its process to meet its people‘s needs. However, the minimum time frame and these steps cannot be eliminated. You may lengthen the time of initiation and formation but may not shorten them. You may divide the period of initiation into two portions but may not eliminate it.

Formation proceeds in steps in the midst of the fraternity.  It requires cooperation with God‘s grace and a desire to deepen their faith and conversion through the Secular Franciscan Order.

2.1.	Period of Initiation

2.1.a.   Primary Objectives
To test the validity of the vocation in its various dimensions
To introduce Saint Francis and Franciscan Christology-Spirituality
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To determine Catholic Christian comprehension
If your National Statutes allow, the period of initiation may be divided into sub- steps. The United States National Statutes allow two stages of initiation: Orientation followed by Inquiry. The material is more general in Orientation and more specific in Inquiry.

Other presenters have spoken to you of the essence of Secular Franciscan identity. I will speak about your responsibilities as a Secular Franciscan Formator.



2.1.b.  Material Content During the Period of Initiation
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   Introduce and explain the process of dialogue and sharing
o Discourage the concept of a formator as lecturer and a prospective member as passive audience
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   Explain the meaning of vocation and how it is discerned
o Emphasize at the very beginning that the inquirer is primarily responsible for his formation and that the principle agent of formation is the Holy Spirit
file_212.png



file_213.wmf

Introduce the inquirer to the other agents of formation
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Explain what will occur during the formation experience and what will be expected of him, especially the life of continual conversion to the gospels Introduce Saints Francis and Clare using biographies
Introduce Franciscan prayer and apostolic activity
Emphasize the importance of Sacred Scripture in the life of a Secular
Franciscan, especially the gospels
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Determine the inquirer‘s knowledge of Catholic teaching and tradition Promote knowledge and use of the Catechism of the Catholic Church and Second Vatican Council documents
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   As you progress, expand the inquirer‘s knowledge and understanding of
the lives of Saints Francis and Clare
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   Explain in simple but thorough terms what is meant by secular or lay spirituality
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Introduce the inquirer to the Liturgy of the Hours
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Introduce him to the Rule, General Constitutions, International Statutes, Ritual, and your National Statutes
Explain briefly the Franciscan family and its history
Explain the organizational structure of the Secular Franciscan Order Encourage attendance at a retreat focused on vocation and discernment of vocation to a secular and Franciscan way of life
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2.2.	Period of Formation (Also called Candidacy)
2.2.a.   Primary Objectives
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   To help candidates in their spiritual growth into the Secular Franciscan way of life
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   To deepen candidates‘ understanding of the significance of the choice they
are contemplating
To provide more comprehensive Franciscan and ecclesial resources
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To prepare candidates for perpetual commitment as Secular Franciscans

2.2.b.   Material Content During the Period of Formation
Continue to reinforce all subject material covered during the time of Initiation so that they will be thoroughly grounded Secular Franciscan spirituality and Secular
Franciscan evangelical life
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   Preeminent in the period of formation is intensive study of the Secular Franciscan  Rule—paying particular attention to signs of the Rule taking root in candidates‘ lives
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   Study the Prologue (written by Saint Francis), which describes the blessings of penance and the misery of not doing penance
file_238.png

file_239.wmf

   Continue to emphasize the gospels and their application in daily circumstances
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Look for participation in the life of the Church and in youth ministry Look for participation in the apostolic life—peace and justice issues, the protection of the environment, the strengthening the family unit, respect for the worker, etc.
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Suggest reading original writings of Saints Francis and Clare
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Introduce other Franciscan saints, especially Secular Franciscan saints Begin a detailed study of the General Constitutions, International Statutes, and your National Statutes
Foster desire for lifelong growth in Franciscan spirituality
Encourage attendance at a retreat or day of prayer focused on commitment and the penitential way of life
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   Prepare candidates for the Rite of Profession by prayerful meditation on the solemnity of this public and perpetual commitment
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   Add your own:







2.3.	Period of Temporary Commitment

Rule 23   Profession incorporates the candidate into the Order and is by its nature a perpetual  commitment.	Perpetual  profession,  because  of  objective  and  specific pedagogical  reasons,  may  be  preceded  by  a  temporary  profession,  renewable annually.  The total time of temporary profession may not be longer than three years. (Article 42.2 General Constitutions)

2.3.a.   Primary Objectives
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   To allow the candidate time to attain the age requirement necessary for profession to the Rule
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   To reconcile any indecision on the part of the candidate with regard to permanent commitment
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   To reconcile any lack of certainty on the part of the fraternity as to the suitability of the candidate for permanent commitment

2.3.b.   Material Content During Temporary Commitment
Continue to reinforce all subject material covered during the time of formation
Continued study and reflection on  Sacred Scripture
Continued study and reflection on  ecclesiology
Continued study and reflection on  Franciscan history and spirituality
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Continued study and reflection on the role of the laity






2.4.	Rite of Profession or Permanent Commitment to the Rule
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2.4.a	Before the Rite of Permanent Commitment or Profession, the candidates should have clear understanding of:
vocation and how they were called
crucial teachings of the gospels and how to live them (primacy of Christ) Franciscan evangelical life
Church teaching and adherence to Church teaching
secular  life and mission in the Church as  Secular Franciscans

Fr. Felice Cangelosi, OFM Cap., covered permanent commitment  thoroughly. My only comment is to emphasize that by profession of the Rule, the Candidate publicly states his intention to live as a Secular Franciscan in the world and for the world as gospel leaven and salt for the earth for the rest of his life.

2.5.	The Newly Professed
The 1992 edition of the Guideline for Initial Formation describes the newly
professed period as one in which the  ―Fo r mat ive  a ct ivit y  …  t akes  t he  fo r m  o f  a 
 jo ur ne y  o f  fa it h  in  t he  fo ot st eps  o f  Fr a nc is  in  t he  s p ir it  o f  t he  Ru le. ‖  

2.5.a.   Primary Objective:
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  To provide a transitional period of support between formal initial formation and full insertion into the local fraternity

2.5.b.  The Analogy of Journey
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  The model is Jesus
o A detailed study of the Franciscan Christology
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  The journey of faith
o Emphasize the radical nature of Baptism—insertion into the body of
Christ
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  The Guide as the Holy Spirit
o Emphasize the power of the Holy Spirit to lead the newly professed into the will of God
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   The emphasis on Saint Francis
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o As Saint Francis did:
They, too, are to reflect Jesus in their lives They, too, live lives of faith, hope, and love They, too, rely on the Holy Spirit for guidance

2.5.b.  Material Content the Newly Professed
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All material contained in 2.3.b. for a temporary commitment
Know that dialogue and sharing are even more important at this step because these people are more mature in their faith and are living the Franciscan charism
Rely primarily on Sacred Scripture for meditation, especially the gospels
Continue studying, living, and loving the Rule
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Provide appropriate examples from the life of St. Francis and other
Franciscan saints during discussion time
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  If possible, introduce the newly professed to those newly professed in other fraternities
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  Use all the resources mentioned this week, in varying degrees, for the newly professed
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  Understand that more important than material is a positive personal relationship with the formator; the newly professed must never feel lost in
the transition process
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  Add your own:



2.6.	Ongoing Formation

2.6.a.   Primary Objective
file_284.png

file_285.wmf

  ―Begun by the preceding stages, the formation of the brothers and sisters takes place in a permanent and continuous way. It should be understood as an aid in the conversion of each and everyone and in the fulfillment of
their proper mission in the Church and in society‖ (General Constitutions, article 44.1).
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  Ongoing formation is designed to support and strengthen the commitment made at Profession to live according to the Rule for the rest of our lives. Ongoing formation is manifested by continual conversion.

2.6.b.  Material Content Ongoing Formation

Ongoing formation materials are unlimited.

Gospel living is not simply knowledge, but an attitude and a commitment. In essence, ongoing formation is ongoing conversion, and the objective is growing into the image and likeness of God.

Here are a few of the limitless resources.
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   The ongoing formation portion of the regularly scheduled fraternity gathering
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Retreats, days of prayer, workshops, and seminars
Church documents, papal encyclicals, apostolic letters
Books, tapes, videos that draw us into deeper personal knowledge of Christ, Saint Francis, Franciscan spirituality, and all other aspects of our way of life.
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The Rule as a document for meditation and integration into one‘s life Introduction to Franciscan theology and theologians such as Saint Bonaventure and Blessed John Duns Scotus
Et cetera!
Add your own:
III. Discernment of Vocation
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Goal:
 

Determination of God-given vocation and basic eligibility for permanent commitment

Objectives:
This section will assist you:
v  To learn the process involved in discerning a vocation
v  To teach prospective members how to test the vocational call
v  To recognize the obstacles to vocation
v  To learn the positive signs of a vocation
v  To recognize absence of signs of a vocation

Discerning a Secular Franciscan Vocation

Discerning a vocation to the Secular Franciscan Order is a two-way street. Both the fraternity and the individual discern the presence or absence of a vocation. It is best to discern a vocation as early as possible, yet we must wait for the leading of the Holy Spirit.

Discernment is not easy and the path is not straight. All concerned must have faith that
when a determination is made, it is God‘s Spirit we are following.

The General Constitutions provide the basic eligibility conditions for becoming a Secular
Franciscan.1   I will speak of the less obvious signs.

Discernment is a process. It is a clear and conscious decision to hear and respond to God‘s call. To hear God, we must pray. Prayer is essential and our primary tool of discernment.

Rather than giving you many words to sort through, I will try to explain the elusive concept of discernment in simple, concrete terms.

To Discern a Vocation to the Secular Franciscan Order, Both the Prospective
Member and the Fraternity Discerning Body Must:
Pray—this is our primary tool
Listen for the still, small voice of the Spirit or the loud rushing wind of the Spirit
Empty your hearts and minds of preconceived ideas and biases
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Discern the source of the call
o	You may be surprised to learn that a person may be avoiding the call
o	Discernment is cooperation with grace
o	We hear many voices—those of culture, career, social pressure, self-
interest, etc.
o	Your primary objective is to distinguish between God‘s voice and the
other voices
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   Tolerate uncertainty for a time because there are no simple rules to follow
o	All must be completely dependent on God to determine and fulfill God‘s
will

While I cannot give you a perfect set of rules to follow, here are some essential elements to look for in a prospective member:
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  Evidence of growth in Franciscan spirituality and the ability to make choices in harmony with the Gospels
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  Evidence of spiritual maturity and the ability to move beyond the need for certainty—not fully understanding but asking, ―God, what is my next step?‖
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  Evidence of conversion—when hearts turn to God, values change and we change.

There is always the possibility of making a mistake; however, we accept this risk because we know God honors the intentions of our hearts. If we persist in prayer, God blesses our actions and corrects our mistakes.

Just as each person is unique, each call is unique. One person may experience restlessness
with life as it is. Another may long for something missing in her life. Hearing God‘s call
is finding one‘s true identity.  The call of the Spirit cannot be analyzed. A true vocation is
simply a call to follow God‘s will for your life. Jesus, as model and example, says, ―If you love me, you will keep my commandments‖ (John 14:15).

Again, becoming more specific, there are some attitudes that help us discern God‘s
invitation to an Secular Franciscan  vocation. The primary attitudes are:
1.  Trust: The book of Proverbs tells us to trust in the Lord with all our hearts and
not lean on our understanding because God will direct our paths.
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To trust we must believe that: God is present
God speaks to us
God is loving and merciful
―All things work together for good for those who love God‖ (Romans
8:28).

2.  Listening: God speaks to us through everything—pain and pleasure, emotions, and senses. We must listen with open hearts and open minds, especially to what we do not wish to hear. Listening requires silence. Elijah heard God in a still, small voice—not a rushing wind (1 Kings 19:11-13).

3.  Prayer and Waiting: Samuel prayed, ―Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening‖ (1 Sam. 3:10). Samuel waited for an answer. The prayer for discernment involves listening with total attention to God. The will of God is found in everything, and if we believe this, our whole life becomes a prayer.

4.  Knowledge of Sacred Scripture: Scripture contains a multitude of relationships between God and His people. The more familiar we are with
these relationships, the more the Word of God speaks to us and leads us in the right direction.

5.  Humility: Humility is based on self-knowledge. A humble person is neither too self-confidence nor too modest. Humility is one of the foundation stones for discernment because a humble heart accepts the limits of human knowledge and is willing to depend on God and others for help.

6.  Discipline, Perseverance, Patience, Perspective: These four attributes are essential in discerning a vocation.
Impulse is controlled by discipline Uncertainty is mastered by perseverance Patience replaces irritation
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Perspective reminds us it is God‘s call to which we are responding.

7.  Add your own:



We have looked at positive conditions for discernment. Now let us look at impediments or barriers to discerning a vocation.

If unchecked, these items can turn a healthy fraternity into a dysfunctional one. Therefore, it is important to address these factors as soon as they are observed for the good of the fraternity. Take a moment and meditate on Article 22 of our Rule.

The local fraternity is ―  … the basic unit of the whole Order and a visible sign of the Church, the community of love. This should be the privileged place for developing a sense of Church and the Franciscan vocation and for enlivening the apostolic life of its members.‖
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Individualism and competition have no place in a community of love. These are the major obstacles to healthy fraternal life.
Individualism and competition
Self-absorption Self-interest Ambition
Self-righteousness
Need for control
Difficulty with interpersonal relationships
Add your own:   	 Unfortunately, the list is endless.
If you are uncertain about your ability to discern, remember that Moses, Jeremiah, and Isaiah all believed they were inadequate to carry out God‘s plan. Fortunately, God convinced them otherwise.

When we discern a vocation, we act on our present understanding, praying that God will correct any misunderstanding.

I will conclude with some positive and negative signs of the presence or absence of a vocation to the Secular Franciscan Order.

Positive Signs

The prospective member:
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Is aware of the needs of others
Shows honorable motives for wishing to enter the Order
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Shows attributes of peace and serenity despite possible problems or turmoil in his life
Radiates joy from deep inside
Is open and authentic in relationship within the fraternity
Displays persistence and patience despite obstacles and impediments.
Is accepted by the fraternity and believes that the fraternity is where he belongs
Is filled with gratitude and love that does not fade with time
Undergoes conversion experiences

Negative Signs or Cautions

The prospective member:
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Is overextended and exhausted
Experiences inner turmoil, disturbances, sadness, or depression
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Has pressing previous commitments that demand serious consideration, especially to children and spouse
Is experiencing anxiety or obsessions and is not in touch with God‘s presence Exhibits attitudes of absolute certainty, arrogance, superiority, vanity, anxiety, irritability, resentment, condemnation, or condescension

It is accepted practice in the United States that when a doubt exists about an individual‘s readiness to embrace a Secular Franciscan vocation, the fraternity is given the benefit of the doubt.

In conclusion, discernment for both the prospective member and the discerning body is the art of listening to one‘s inner self in utter humility and dependence on God and being aware of the movement of the Holy Spirit in all circumstances.
IV.  Methodology and Tools for Implementation
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Goal:
 

Assimilation of knowledge and skill necessary to be able to implement what is learned and experienced in Rome in your native country

Objectives:
This section will assist you:
v  To understand why we must accept the person being formed
v  To value the positive attributes of each person and be able to name these
positive attributes
v  To understand why it is necessary to involve those being formed in the
process of formation
v  To be able to convey ideas and information to a group of people with
varying levels of knowledge
v  To be able to identify adult formation characteristics
v  To learn the positive signs of a vocation
v  To recognize absence of signs of a vocation


Methodology

Although we belong to the same Order, we come from different cultures. You might have difficulty understanding the material I am presenting because the words I use come from my culture and may not be used in the same way in yours.

You have another challenge. Your responsibility is to take what you have learned and what you have experienced in Rome back to your fraternities at home. This is quite a challenge.

Using the outline in the 2001 International Guidelines, I will discuss methodology in four sections: (1) accepting the persons being formed; (2) relying on the positive attributes of each person; (3) involving the prospective members in the format ion process; and (4) transmitting ideas and information to a group with varying levels of knowledge.

(1) Accepting the persons being formed
Sacred Scripture tells us that when God calls a person, He calls her by name. This
very act of calling us by name makes us unique. Respect for the individual as a child of God is a fundamental consideration for the formator. The dignity of the human person must never be violated.

Formation links the human experience with Scripture and the Franciscan charism, allowing a candidate to explore, interpret, and judge his inner conversion experiences according to the gospels and the Franciscan charism.
If formation takes place in a group, you may have people who approach the formation process in very different ways.
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   Some listen until they get the meaning of the material and then make a spontaneous leap on their own. They learn quickly and work well on their own.
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   Some will prefer concrete presentations. They like step-by-step directions and personal involvement in activities.
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   Some think in symbols. They create their own mental pictures and like well- organized presentations with substance.
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   Some will enjoy discussions and unstructured sessions. They like to reflect on material and draw conclusions.

If you have a formation group of diverse personalities, it is best to have a formation
team composed of complementary personality types so that everyone‘s needs are met.

All we ask is that you accept the person as she is at that moment, remembering that she reflects the image of her creator.

(2) Relying on the positive attributes of each person
Formation is person-centered. Although formation may take place in a group, the individuality of each person cannot be ignored. We presume that those who come to
us are responsible, somewhat knowledgeable, mature, honest, and trustworthy. We expect that they have a certain amount of self-knowledge and self-acceptance. We honor and respect each person‘s God-given free will.

Each one has something to offer others, the local fraternity, the church, and the world. Formators help candidates recognize their abilities so that they may be used for the common good. Some examples of willingness to serve others are:
ministering to the sick working with youth groups planning prayer services extending hospitality
involvement in the apostolic life, e.g. social action
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Add your own:   	

(3) Involving those being formed in the process
It is said that dialogue is more important than lecture and sharing is more important than discussion.

Dialogue refers to both listening and speaking. Listening, without giving an answer, may be difficult for some formators for two reasons—first, the formator probably knows the answer, and second, the person wants the formator to provide the answer.

Our role is not simply to pour information into people‘s heads. Often a formator can redirect a question by asking a similar question and helping the person to think for himself.

If we answer a question that a person might be able to answer himself, we provide our knowledge and skill and miss an opportunity to build self-confidence and help him learn something about his reasons for asking the question.

Sharing is different from discussing in that sharing involves the individual‘s personal experiences and discussing may simply engage the mind without disclosing anything of a personal nature. I could discuss an issue with you, and you would never know anything about me or what I really believe.

The Holy Spirit is the one who leads a person to the Secular Franciscan Order. The Spirit leads through that person‘s life experiences. During the formation process, she begins to understand what is happening to her. Who can improve on the methods of the Holy Spirit?

Saint Francis had to grow in understanding and so do we. When Jesus spoke to
Francis from the San Damiano crucifix, Francis misunderstood the message. He heard the words ―Go, rebuild my house which as you see is falling into ruin‖ and interpreted them literally. He set about rebuilding churches brick by brick, but eventually he understood his true mission.

Our inquirers and candidates also grow in wisdom and understanding of their vocation as they progress through the various stages of formation.

In the process of formation, we experience fraternal love and acceptance as well as information. Formation gatherings are an experience of fraternity. Today we are experiencing the love and acceptance of fraternity.

(4) Transmitting ideas and information to a group with varying levels of knowledge Creativity in formation sessions allows the formator to transmit ideas and information to members of a group with varying levels of knowledge.

Nothing replaces the excitement and satisfaction of finding one‘s own answers to questions. A gifted formator provides general guidance and then allows those being formed the joy of personal insights and knowledge.

If we use varied resources rather than a single text, we will have a better chance of meeting the needs of diverse people. Always remember, the formator is not solely responsible for the individual‘s formation.

We have heard many times that the principal agent of formation is the Holy Spirit, and the candidate bears the primary responsibility for his or her formation. However, when we assume the ministry of formation, we may forget that this basic union of Holy Spirit and person is sacred. It is the foundation upon which the formation process rests. The rest of us simply assist the Holy Spirit in the formation process.
It is better to think of a formator as a facilitator rather than a teacher. Skilled facilitators help others learn at their own level and thus build self-confidence. The learner becomes less dependent on the formator, more confident, and more self- sufficient.

Formators who view themselves as teachers often give their opinions to questions too quickly. This weakens the candidate‘s confidence and ability to think for himself. Sometimes it is better to answer a question with another question, especially when it
is a matter of opinion. Rephrase the question and ask the person to search for his own answer. The person will respond from his level of understanding.
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Below is a simplified list of adult formation characteristics from a secular Franciscan point of view:
Adults are made up of their experiences
Adults use their experiences in evaluating life and in making decisions for future commitments
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   Adults are involved in a lifelong search for their identity in God and in the
Secular Franciscan Order
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Adults expect to be comfortable in the formation setting
Adults want clear goals
Adults respond to positive and respectful relationships that enhance the formation process
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   Adults expect their individual strengths and weaknesses to be taken into consideration
Adults have different learning and communicating styles
Add your own:  	

A way to meet the needs of a group with varying levels of knowledge is to use varied resources such as guest speakers, audio and video tapes, handouts, articles on the subject matter, and activities that allow the individuals to apply what they are learning and experiencing. This allows the individual to grow at her own rate.

In conclusion, if formators think and speak for prospective members and do not allow them to be directly and actively involved in the process, we will have immature secular Franciscans and weak fraternities. When asked to assume leadership, they will have difficulty exercising authority.

The thought I wish to stress here is that we should supply essential information. However, when a personal action or a decision is to be made regarding the formation topic, it is best for the formator to step back and allow the person to think about it and pray about it, using all of her life experience in the process.
FRANCISCAN YOUTH AND SPIRITUAL ASSISTANCE

Br. Ivan Matić, OFM



Introduction

In this discourse we wish to reflect together on the Franciscan Youth (YouFra) as an integral part of the SFO and of the Franciscan Family, studying, in a particular way, its identity, its relationship with  the  SFO, its organisation and, in a second moment, the theme of spiritual and pastoral assistance, and the role of accompanying the young people who feel attracted by the example of Francis of Assisi, which has been entrusted to us by the Church.

Right from the time of its birth in Italy during the years following the second world war (1948),  the  YouFra  has  had  a  surprising  development  and  role,  not  only  for  the Franciscan Family, but also in the society of that time. It was a new Franciscan impulse for those young people called by the Holy Spirit to live, and give witness to, the Gospel in a world that had just come through great destruction and suffering caused by the war; a world which was beginning to change rapidly and to enter into a new era through great geopolitical and social changes, but also a world which had a great need for peace, reconciliation and brotherhood.

All this was present in the new YouFra, which, in its youthful way of living and giving witness to  Franciscan spirituality, became a new light and hope for society and for the Church. After almost 60 years, the Franciscan Youth continues to be attractive to many young people in many countries and, at  the same time, continues to be a wonderful experience of the Franciscan spiritual journey for the young people of today.

Some excerpts that I selected from the document ―YouFra: The journey of a Franciscan vocation‖,  approved by the CIOFS Presidency in 2004, will help us to enter into the subject of ―YouFra‖. This document is a collection of all the experiences of the various Fraternities of YouFra throughout the world which presents, in a clear and synthetic way, the definition, identity, nature and mission of the YouFra.



Specific characteristics of YouFra

IN THE FIELD OF PASTORAL CARE OF YOUTH, IT IS FOUND THAT YOUNG PERSONS ARE ATTRACTED TO ST. FRANCIS AND THAT THEY WISH TO DEEPEN THEIR CHRISTIAN AND FRANCISCAN VOCATION. TO THESE YOUNG PERSONS, FRANCISCAN YOUTH AND THE SFO PROVIDE OPTIONS, WHILE RESPECTING THE DEMANDS OF THE YOUTH IN MODERN TIMES, THEIR CRISES, PROBLEMS AND QUESTIONS.



SOME OF THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS IN THEIR VOCATIONAL JOURNEY ARE:


-	TO  FEEL  THE  CALL  OF  THE  HOLY  SPIRIT  TO  UNDERGO, IN  FRATERNITY,  THE EXPERIENCE OF CHRISTIAN LIFE;
-	PROGRESSIVE DISCOVERY OF ST. FRANCIS, HIS PROJECT OF LIFE AND HIS VALUES;
-	ECCLESIAL   AND   SOCIAL   PRESENCE,  AS   CONDITION   TO   HAVING    CONCRETE APOSTOLIC EXPERIENCES.


THE FRANCISCAN YOUTH, AS DESCRIBED IN THE SFO GENERAL CONSTITUTIONS, DIFFERS FROM OTHER FRANCISCAN YOUTH GROUPS BY:



-	THE ACCEPTANCE OF THE RULE OF THE SFO AS AN INSPIRATIONAL DOCUMENT;
-	THE  PERSONAL  AND  FORMAL  COMMITMENT  MADE  BEFORE  GOD  AND   THE
FRATERNITY TO LIVE THAT INSPIRATION;
-	BELONGING TO THE FRANCISCAN FAMILY AND BEING AN INTEGRAL PART  OF
THE SFO;
-	THE ACCOMPANIMENT AND ANIMATION PROVIDED BY SECULAR FRANCISCANS;
-	ITS ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE AND SPECIFIC METHODS OF FORMATION FOR A VOCATIONAL PROCESS WHICH NORMALLY, BUT NOT NECESSARILY,  LEADS TO THE SFO;
-	THE PROPER NATIONAL STATUTES APPROVED BY THE NATIONAL COUNCIL OF
THE SFO OR, IN ITS ABSENCE, BY THE PRESIDENCY OF THE CIOFS, WHICH SETS DOWN THE CONDITIONS TO BELONG TO THE FRANCISCAN YOUTH.



Vocational journey

Members of the YouFra deepen  their own vocation in the light of the message of St. Francis through an itinerary of progressive formation. Vocational discernment will be the main focus during this journey.

Normally, this vocational journey is made up of the following stages:

a. Initiation

This is the stage for searching, observing, approaching and starting the initial formation which will culminate in the promise of the YouFra.  For the young, this is the first contact with the YouFra where s/he asks him/herself: what is fraternity?  what can I contribute to the group? The YouFra on its part informs him/her of the ideals, demands, expectations, methods and style that characterize it.

The length of this stage will depend on the situation of each person and of the YouFra group. If  deemed appropriate, the National Statutes of the YouFra may establish the duration of that stage, for  example, 3 to 6 months, taking into account the situation of those who come from other Franciscan groups (pre-YouFra).
The minimum age to join the YouFra will depend on the personal development of each person as well  as  his/her cultural situation; but it must be remembered that YouFra is meant for young people and not for children. If deemed appropriate, the National Statutes of the YouFra may establish the minimum age for joining it (for example, 14 to 17 years of age).

b.  Formation for the promise in the YouFra

This is the period of formation and full integration into the life of the Fraternity.  At the end of this  period, the candidates confirm their option with a personal promise made before God and in the presence of the brothers and sisters.  For the young person, this is the time to recognize and love the gospel according to the example of St. Francis in the fraternity. It takes willpower and fidelity to  conform one‘s life to the gospel, and to acquire progressively the Franciscan values, lived with the  spirit of commitment and service to others.  The YouFra, on it part, accompanies the young person in searching for his/her way and spiritual growth.

The National Statutes of the YouFra may establish the minimum duration of this stage; it should not be shorter than one year and not longer than two years.  If it seems advisable, the Statutes may also determine the maximum length of that stage of formation leading to a promise in the YouFra. It falls under the  competence of the local YouFra council to receive  candidates  who  wish  to  make  this  promise,   according  to  the  modalities established in the National Statutes.

c.  Deepening the personal call

This is the stage of in which the call is confirmed and in which the young person acquires and deepens the values that characterize the spirituality of Secular Franciscans and their mission in the church and in society.

For the young, this is the time to discover and incarnate in their daily life the inspiration of the  SFO Rule in order to verify their authentic vocation and their answer to the call of God.  It provides experiences of communion and participation with the brothers within the Franciscan family and experiences of  mission  and  service to the Church and to society.  On its part, the fraternity is to help the young persons to clarify and discern the vocation that will respond to their capacity and aspirations.

The period of this temporary promise cannot be prolonged indefinitely because the time to consider options, the discernment period, is only one of the stages in the life of every person.   The National Statutes of the YouFra should determine the end of this period, considering the cultural and social situation in the country; in any case, it should not go beyond the age of 30.



Relationship between the YouFra and The SFO
a. Joining the SFO

The members of the YouFra who wish to profess in the SFO are to observe the provisions of the Rule, the Constitutions and the Ritual of the SFO (Const. 96.4).

The vocational journey of the YouFra normally, though not necessarily, leads to the SFO. That is why the  Franciscan formation received in the YouFra as a young person who wants to enter the SFO can be  considered valid as a period of initiation into the SFO. The period of initial formation for the SFO has to take place under the responsibility of the council of the SFO to which he/she wants to belong, in  conformity with what is prescribed in the Rule and the Constitutions of the SFO.   In the case where  there is a group of young people in the YouFra who want to undergo initial formation together, they can form their own group, at the discretion and under the guidance of the council of the SFO fraternity to which they want to belong.

b. Belonging simultaneously to YouFra and to SFO

Due to  the  continuity  of  the  vocational  way  of  the  YouFra  towards  the  SFO,  the profession in the SFO does not necessarily exclude the young person from [belonging to] his/her YouFra fraternity.

The young person who, by profession in the SFO, makes the Rule of the SFO his/her project of life, can continue his/her journey with his brothers and sisters in the YouFra.

There may be a number of reasons why a young person may simultaneously be an active member in both  fraternities, his YouFra fraternity and his SFO fraternity. It may well happen that the YouFra fraternity  needs the expertise of the young professed for the animation  of the  other  young  members,  either  as  the  one  in  charge  of the  YouFra fraternity or an active member of the same.

In any case, it is necessary that the young professed be active in the two fraternities, even if his/her  activities, in accordance with the council of the SFO, may be mostly geared toward the YouFra.

c. Animation of the YouFra

The SFO shall seek the most suitable means to foster the vitality and growth of the YouFra; it shall stand by the side of the young to encourage them, and shall provide for them all possible means to help  them advance in their journey of human and spiritual growth. (Constitutions 97,1).

The said means will vary according to circumstances; however, one of the most important ones will always  be close contact with the SFO. For this reason, the local fraternities should make room for the young, either by allowing them to participate in their meetings, or by entrusting to them specific tasks in the  fraternity. It is equally important that the SFO fraternities be flexible in their organization, and that  they  seek creative ways of
forming  special  groups  in  the  fraternity,  under  the  guidance  of  the  council  of  the fraternity.

Another  indispensable  means  is the  direct  accompaniment  of the  young  by  suitable members of the SFO. The SFO Constitutions enjoin fraternal animation to the YouFra as well as the presence of a SFO representative in the YouFra council at all levels. Usually, though not necessarily, the SFO representative in the council of the YouFra will also act as fraternal animator of the YouFra.



Organization of the YouFra

a. The local fraternity

The local fraternity is the primary cell of the YouFra and the place where the young meet to undergo their experience of Christian life, in the light of the message of St. Francis.

The fraternity meets often (for example, weekly) to live together their relationship with God and with their brothers and sisters. The meetings must include moments of prayer and formation as well as  moments of action and recreation. The gatherings are to be organized in such a way that they foster the YouFra‘s insertion into the Franciscan family and in the local church.

The recognition of the local YouFra fraternity belongs to the YouFra council of the higher level, together with the local SFO council - the two councils with which the new YouFra fraternity inter-relate (Const. 46,1). The pertinent SFO councils make up for the lack  of SFO  structures.  The  proper  religious  superior  is  to  be  informed  [about  the establishment of a new YouFra fraternity]; also requested to provide spiritual assistance.

The local fraternity is animated and led by a council composed of at least three members, chosen  for  a  limited  period  of time,  by  and  from among  the  member  of the  same fraternity  who  have  made  the  promise  in  the  YouFra.  Aside  from  them,  the  SFO representative and the spiritual assistant are also members of the council. It belongs to the local council of the YouFra to admit those undergoing initiation into formation for the promise in the YouFra and, once the formation is completed, into the promise itself.

b. The regional fraternity

The  National  Statutes  of  the  YouFra  may  determine,  if  deemed  necessary,  the establishment of regional YouFra fraternities in the country and how to establish them. If so, the same Statutes must determine the composition and competency of the chapter and of the regional council.

c. The national fraternity
The national YouFra fraternity is made up of all the local YouFra fraternities that exist within the  boundaries of the corresponding national fraternity of the SFO. The official recognition of the new national YouFra fraternities belo ngs to the national council of the SFO or, in its absence, to the presidency of the CIOFS.

The national YouFra fraternity may issue its own Statutes, which must be approved by the national council of the SFO or, in its absence, by the presidency of the CIOFS.



SPIRITUAL AND PASTORAL ASSISTANCE TO THE FRANCISCAN YOUTH



As a component part of the Franciscan Family, linked in a special way to the SFO, each YouFra  fraternity  should,  in accordance with the  General  Constitutions of  the SFO, request:

a)  Fraternal animation from the authorities of the Secular Franciscans;
b)  and spiritual assistance from the competent religious Superiors58.

With	regard	to	fraternal	animation,	the	SFO	Fraternities,	from	among	their responsibilities related to YouFra, must:
§	promote the Franciscan youth vocation, through appropriate initiatives and dynamics;
§	take care of the vitality and expansion of the YouFra Fraternities;
§	accompany the young in their process of human and spiritual growth, through proposals of activities and of thematic contents59.

Another important duty that the SFO Fraternities should take care of is that of giving the YouFra  a  fraternal  Animator,  who,  together  with  the  spiritual  Assistant  and  the Council of YouFra, should guarantee a suitable secular Franciscan formation60.



Spiritual and pastoral assistance

The  Secular  Franciscans,  during  their  eight-century  long  history,  always  had  close relations with the Friars of the First Order and TOR61 and, together with the Poor Clares of the II Order, are an integral part of what we call the Franciscan Family. The Franciscan


58 Cf. Const. 96,6.
59 Cf. Const. 97,1.
60 Cf. Const. 97,2.
61 From Franciscan history and from the Constitutions of the Franciscan First Order and of the TOR, it is patently clear that these Orders recognise that they are involved by virtue of their common origin and
charism  and  by  the  desire  of  the  Church  for  the  spiritual  and  pastoral  assistance  to  the  SFO.  Cf. Constitutions OFM, 60; Id. OFMConv, 116; Id. OFMCap 95; Id. TOR, 157; The Rule of the Third Order of Pope Leo XIII, 3,3; The Rule approved by Paul VI, 26.
Youth, in so far as they are young lay people called to live the charism of St. Francis, also form part of the same Family.

According to the Code of Canon Law (CIC)62, the SFO and YouFra are considered to be associations of faithful with a specific mission in the Church and in society and must, therefore, be subjected to vigilance and have an Assistant63. For this reason, and because of the historical and particular bonds between the secular and religious Franciscans, the
Church has entrusted this pastoral and spiritual care to the Friars of the First Order and
TOR. We find the following expressions in the General Constitutions of the SFO:

The spiritual  and  pastoral  care of  the SFO,  entrusted by  the Church  to  the Franciscan First Order and the TOR, is the duty above all of their General and Provincial Ministers. The altius moderamen, of which canon 303 speaks, belongs to them. The purpose of the altius moderamen is to guarantee the fidelity of the SFO to the Franciscan charism, communion with the Church and union with the Franciscan family, values which represent a vital commitment  for the Secular Franciscans64.

What this spiritual and pastoral care consists of and what the responsibility of the Major Superiors is are also expressed here. They must guarantee three fundamental aspects of the life and mission of the Secular Franciscans:

§	fidelity to the Franciscan charism;
§	communion with the Church;
§	unity with the Franciscan Family.

It is shown in the Statutes for the spiritual and pastoral assistance to the SFO how to carry out this service. We read in art. 2 §1:

The spiritual and pastoral care is provided as a two-fold service:

-	the fraternal office of the altius moderamen on the part of the Major Superiors65;
-	spiritual assistance to the fraternities and their Councils.

There is, therefore, a two-fold service: that of pastoral care (altius moderamen) and that of Spiritual Assistance to the Fraternities and their Councils.

This two-fold, fraternal service integrates, but does not substitute for the responsibility proper to the  Councils and Ministers of Fraternities, to  whom pertain the guidance, coordination and animation of the Fraternities on the various levels66.



62 CIC, 301,3; 312; 313.
63 CIC, 305,1.
64 Cf. Const. 85,2.
65 see CIC 303
66 Cf. The Statutes for Assistance, 3,1; Const. 86,2.

This service can be exercised by the Major Superior personally or through his delegate67, always assuring, however, assistance to all the Fraternities.

By virtue of the vital reciprocity between the religious and the secular members of the Franciscan Family and in regard to the responsibilities of Major Superiors, spiritual assistance to the fraternities of the SFO at all levels must be assured as a fundamental element of communion68.

In the Statutes for Assistance (art. 2,3) we also find an explication of what should be the aim of spiritual assistance:

The purpose of spiritual assistance is to foster communion with the Church and with  the   Franciscan   Family  through   witness   and  sharing  of   Franciscan spirituality, to cooperate in initial and on-going formation of secular Franciscans and to express the fraternal affection of the religious towards the SFO69.

According to the General Constitutions of the SFO the pastoral and spiritual care of the Secular  Franciscans, on the international level, should be exercised collegially by the Ministers General of the First Order and TOR70; on the National and Regional levels, the Major Superiors, who exercise their jurisdiction in the same territory as the SFO-YouFra, should agree on their duty collegially71.

In  this  regard,  we  find  the  following  expressions  about  collegial  assistance  by  the spiritual Assistants on various levels in the General Constitutions (art. 90,3):

§	On the international level: The general assistants give their service to the Presidency of  the International Council of the SFO, form a conference, and collegially see to the spiritual assistance to the SFO as a whole72.

§	On the national level: The national assistants give their service to the national council, see to the spiritual assistance to the SFO in the whole territory of the national  fraternity  and,  at  the  national  level,  to  the  co-ordination  of  the regional assistants.   If they are more than  one, they form a conference and
give their service collegially73.

§	On the regional level: The regional assistants give their service to the regional council and see to the spiritual assistance to the regional fraternity.  If they are more than one, they form a conference and give their service collegially74.



67 Cf. Const. 86,1.
68 Const. 89,1.
69 Cf. Const. 89,3; 90,1.
70 Cf. Const. 87,1.
71 Cf. Const. 87,5.
72 Const. 90, 3 a.
73 Const. 90, 3 b.
74 Const. 90, 3 c.

The Spiritual Assistant

In art. 89 §§2 and 3 of the General Constitutions of the SFO, we find a broad and complete definition of the spiritual Assistant:

2. The  spiritual  assistant  is  the  person  designated  by  the  competent  Major
Superior to carry out this service for a specific fraternity of the SFO.

3. To be a witness of Franciscan spirituality and of the fraternal affection of the religious  towards  the  secular  Franciscans,  and  to  be  a  bond  of  communion between his Order and  the SFO, the spiritual assistant should be a Franciscan religious, member of the First Order or the TOR.

It is interesting to note how the expression ―the person designated‖ is understood, first, a Franciscan religious, who is designated (appointed) by his Major Superior to carry out the service of assistance, but, as it says in art. 89 §4, it can refer to other people, who may be appointed to this service.

Nothing is said in the article about the priestly state of the Assistant, since his specific task is not that  of sacramental but rather of spiritual assistance. This article, therefore, permits the Major Superiors of the First Order and TOR to appoint a religious who is not a priest to assist a certain Fraternity spiritually.

Through his appointment, which should be made in writing by the Major Superior, the Assistant  becomes a member by right, with vote, of the Council of that Fraternity in which  he  gives  assistance  and  with  which  he  collaborates  in  all  its  activities.  The Assistant does not enjoy, however, the right to vote in economic matters or in elections on the various levels75. Through his appointment, the  Assistant becomes a witness to Franciscan spirituality and to the fraternal affection of the religious towards the secular Franciscans, and to be a bond of communion between his Order and the SFO76.

There is another very important thing, which, in practice, constitutes something new in the General  Constitutions of the SFO. Given that in different countries, because of the lack  of  Franciscan  religious,  many  SFO-YouFra  Fraternities  are  without  a  spiritual Assistant, art. 89 §4, as has already been pointed out, offers new possibilities to the Major Superiors  in  the  appointment  of  Assistants.  Whenever,  indeed,  there  are  no  Friars available, the Major Superiors may appoint  other people for the service  of spiritual assistance.

WHEN IT IS NOT POSSIBLE TO GIVE SUCH A SPIRITUAL ASSISTANT TO THE FRATERNITY, THE COMPETENT MAJOR SUPERIOR CAN ENTRUST THE SERVICE OF SPIRITUAL ASSISTANCE TO:




75 Cf. Const. 90, 2; Statutes for Assistance, 12, 3.
76 Cf. Const. 89, 3.
a)  religious brothers or sisters of other Franciscan institutes;
b)  diocesan clerics or other persons, specially prepared for such service, who
are members of the SFO;
c)  other diocesan clerics or non-Franciscan religious.

As we can see, the General Constitutions of the SFO indicate some preferences which are in function of the vital reciprocal communion between the SFO and the First Order and TOR. We can say that an Assistant who is a Franciscan religious belonging to the First Order or TOR would be preferred because only such an Assistant can be fully a witness to Franciscan  spirituality and to the fraternal affection  of  the religious towards the secular Franciscans, and to be a bond of communion between his Order and the SFO77.

When this is not possible, and in order not to leave the Fraternities without spiritual assistance, the Major Superior may appoint other people: a religious belonging to another Franciscan Institute, because the religious way of living the Franciscan charism integrates better the secular  way of living  the Gospel  after the  manner  of St. Francis; people belonging  to  the  SFO,  who  could  be  diocesan  priests  or  other  Secular  Franciscans specifically prepared for this service; or diocesan priests or  non-Franciscan religious.

In the appointment of spiritual Assistants, when they are requested, the Major Superiors are asked to  listen to the requests of the SFO-YouFra Councils, guaranteeing dialogue and an exchange of opinions about the appointment78.




The Spiritual Assistant to the YouFra

The YouFra is a process which offers young people the possibility to live their own vocation in the light of the Franciscan ideal in the ambience of the SFO and within the Franciscan Family.

In the document YouFra: The journey of a Franciscan vocation, a basic document for the
YouFra, approved by the CIOFS Presidency in 2004, we find the following in point 6:

YouFra, as a component of the Franciscan Family, needs spiritual assistance in order to  guarantee its fidelity to the Franciscan charism, communion with the Church and its unity with the Franciscan Family79.

The main role of the Assistant is always the spiritual role of nourishing the Christian and Franciscan life  of  the Fraternity and of helping the Council to discern what the Holy Spirit is saying to the Fraternity.  This does not only mean ―giving‖,  but implies being able to receive, to allow oneself to become involved in the reciprocity of communion and of fraternal love for the YouFra.

77 Ibidem.
78 Cf. Const 91,3.
79 Cf. Const. 85,2.

As the delegate of his Major Superior, the Assistant to the YouFra must give witness to the Franciscan  religious spirituality and to the fraternal love of the religious for the YouFra, to the communion between the Franciscan religious and the Franciscan Youth; he must be a guarantor of the fidelity of the YouFra to the Franciscan charism, of their communion with the Church and of the unity of the YouFra with the Franciscan Family.

Since it is a question of spiritual assistance to the young in their vocational journey and of deepening their vocation, the Assistant has the very particular task of helping the young people in their vocational  discernment, which should be based on an integral human, Christian and Franciscan formation.

The document, YouFra: The journey of a Franciscan vocation then continues by pausing on the appointment and profile of the Assistants:

The appointment of  Spiritual Assistants pertains to the competent  Franciscan Major  Superiors in an analogy with what is established in the Statutes for the Spiritual and Pastoral Assistance to the SFO80. In so far as is possible, the service of assistance to the YouFra and SFO should be carried out by the same person.

I would like, in this regard, to underline an aspect of relations between the SFO and the YouFra. It is advised, in the document, that as far as is possible, the spiritual Assistant of a Fraternity of YouFra should be the same as that of the SFO Fraternity in order to favour stronger communion, knowledge and sharing between the two Fraternities thanks to the Spiritual Assistant.

The  Assistant  must  help  the  Fraternity  to  live  unity  in  diversity  and  to  respect autonomies, different ways of living fraternal life, different formative methods, the way of holding meetings or doing the various apostolic activities, keeping in mind, however, that it is certainly very nice and important to share some moments of prayer, encounter, formation  and  apostolic  activities  together  in  order  to  give  witness  to  the  common mission.




The Assistant in the formation of the YouFra

The Assistant has a particular role in the area of formation, that of cooperating with the fraternal animator and the Council of YouFra in the formation of the yo ung81. However, the  responsibility  of all  the  Fraternity of the  YouFra  for  the  accompaniment  of  its members is not diminished by the fact  of having a Spiritual Assistant and Fraternal Animator. The two figures are complementary but do not substitute for the work of the YouFra as a Council, as a Fraternity and as people.



80 Cf. Statutes for Assistance, 5, 2; 11, 2.
81 Cf. Const 97,2.
It  is  necessary  for  the  Franciscan  Youth  to  receive  a  solid  human,  Christian  and Franciscan  formation in order to be able to live their Christian life in Fraternity. They must be helped to know Franciscan spirituality and the Franciscan Family better. It is a question, therefore, of a more practical rather than a theoretical formation, which is based on lived experiences in the Fraternity and, as far as  possible, with other Franciscans, religious and secular.

The  Spiritual  Assistant,  in  his  cooperation  with  the  accompaniment  of  the  young
Franciscans, must:
-	accompany the young in living their life according to the Gospel;
-	help and accompany the young in the continuous conversion requested by the
Gospel;
-	know how to listen, wait, have patience and, above all, to love;
-	enter into personal dialogue with the young, help them in their progress and,
in a particular way, in their vocational discernment;
-	collaborate in forming the young to the fulfilment of their mission in the
Church and in society.



Conclusion

I wish to conclude this discourse with the words of the four Ministers General on the occasion of the presentation of the Rule of the SFO, words which express all the affection and fraternal love of the Franciscan Religious for the Secular Franciscans:

We, the Franciscan Ministers, with all our Friars are ever ready and open to offer you all our assistance so that we may walk together in the way of the Lord.




FRANCIS, SACRAMENT OF CHRIST
(Christi conformation)


Fr.Irudayasamy OFMCap.



The rule and life of the Secular Franciscans is this: to observe the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ by  following the example of Saint Francis of Assisi, who made Christ the inspiration and the center of his life with God and people. ( SFO Rule 2.4) (First Life Celano, Omnibus 329, to set themselves free 43)

INTRODUCTION

Christocentric  is a name often given to Franciscan Spirituality. Why? Was Jesus Christ the center of  Francis‘ worship of God? Not really.  A close examination of Francis‘ prayers and writings will quickly point out that out of the 150 times Francis addresses God as Lord, he is mostly speaking of God as Father. Only about 15 times is he  address Lord used to speak about Jesus the Son.  So how does Christocentric refer to Francis‘ life, to his spirituality? It refers to the example Francis followed. Francis  saw Jesus as the example of the perfect way to please the Father, the perfect way to live in the Father‘s will. Francis encountered Jesus as the mediator between God the Father and himself. Francis followed the example of Jesus more closely that anyone up to his time. He put Jesus ahead of him and followed  behind him as closely as possible, not swerving from this central focus, trying not to go to the left or right, but straight and narrow, down that center line. St. Bonaventure will later refer to Francis as the  alter Christus, the other Christ, because he followed Jesus‘ example so closely.



1. THREE IMAGES OF CHRIST

Francis was in love with three images of Christ, they were:

a.The Infant Babe of Bethlehem
b.The poor Crucified One on Calvary c.The humble Eucharistic Lord.

Each holds a prominent place in Francis‘life and in forming his spirituality. He came t o see each as a personification of Truth in his life.
Where did he come upon these truths?
In the Gospels that he allowed to germinate within his heart. We must remember that there were no textbooks concerning Jesus for the common person in Francis‘ day. What he  knew  of  Christ,  he  know  from  teachings  and	preaching  of  others,  but  most importantly from pondering the gospels in his heart.

Celano records for us: (First life of St.Francis by Thomas of Celano ch: XXX 84)
Francis highest intention, his chief desire, his uppermost purpose was to observe the holy Gospel in all things and through all things and, with perfect vigilance, with all seal, with all the longing of his mind and all the fervor of his heart, “to follow the teaching and the footsteps of our Lord Jesus Chrsit.” He would recall Christ‟s words through persistent meditation and bring to mind his deeds through the most penetrating consideration. The humility  of  the  Incarnation  and  the  charity  of  the  passion  occupied  his  memory particularly, to the extent that he wanted to think of hardly anything else.



a.The Infant Babe of Bethlehem:

For Francis, Christmas was the most important Feast.For him, it represented God‘s total gift of love to the human race.Francis realized that God had made himself accessible to us through the Incarnation.God loves us so much that he chose to become one of us. The Son of God took on our human form to share with us the love of God and to teach us how to love God properly in return. This total self-giving of God was  overwhelming for Francis. We know that he chose to commemorate the Incarnation in a special way in the hamlet of Greccio. ( 1C XXX 85,86)

What lessons did Francis learn from his meditation upon the birth of Christ? Celano describes the paradox of scene:

There simplicity is given a place of honor, poverty is exalted, humility is commended, and out of Greccio is made a new Bethlehem. (1C 85)

Francis takes these three virtues upon himself, simplicity, poverty and humility. It was the manner in which God came to earth that most shaped Francis‘ form of life.
Francis saw in the Infant Babe of Bethlehem how God chose to come to earth. He chose
to come in simplicity. There was no showiness in the Incarnation; there were no placards proclaiming  God‘s coming; there were no trumpet blasts, except for those with ears to hear and eyes to see, like the shepherds and the Magi. Likewise, Francis chose a simple life for himself and those who followed, without the pretensions of life that surrounded them.
First and before all, Francis wanted simply to imitate the poverty of Christ.He was no
idealist pursuing an abstract ideal. He saw clear picture of the Gospels – a Christ who had nowhere to lay his head, and Francis responded, ―   whatever he did, I want to do.‖This fundamental lesson of Franciscan poverty must never be forgotten.Poverty, in the sense of non-possession, is neither good nor  bad –it is simply a fact.St.Paul ‗s  great hymn speaks of Jesus‘ ―emptying‖ himself, foregoing the glory to which he had a right as God, entering into human nature in all its limitation, weakness and suffering(Philippians 2:6-
11). He had  nothing of his own. He was God,  yet  he came as  human from totally dependent upon human beings for his life and sustenance.Francis learned that he must e totally dependent upon God .If God entrusted himself to us, so must we entrust ourselves totally to God.It is well expressed in SFO rule 11.
Christ chose to come in utter humility. St.Francis in his simple wisdom, saw poverty and humility as twins. What is humility? We are absolutely dependent on God for all things. That  is  humility.God  will   provide  them.  We  are  nothing  without  God.  That  is humility.Humility is a virtue we realize and act according to our nothingness before God and our complete dependence upon God.This can be seen in the sermon on the Mount with the Beatitudes.(Mt.5.3fl.) The fundamental statement of the negative and  positive aspect of humility was made by our Lord. ―   Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing” (John15.5)
St.Francis chose the name ―Lesser  Brothers‖  for those who follow him. Humility is , therefore, deep and simple virtue.It acknowledges our absolute nothingness without God , and our complete and absolute dependence on God every second of everyday.Some of the most striking things St.Francis said concern humility: ―  A man is what he is in the sight of God and nothing more.‖

b.The Cross

The other great emphasis in Francis‘ life was the crucified Christ. It is here that we meet the second image of Christ that held so much meaning for Francis.Christ‘s ultimate act of love was an act of total self-giving. ―No one has greater love than this, to lay down one‘s life for one‘s friends‖(John 15:13). Francis‘ vocation begins and culminates in t he Cross. He first heard the call ―to rebuild my house‖ as he was praying before the San Damiano Crucifix, his vocation culminated in his receiving the stigmata on La Verna.The power of the Cross held a unique place in Francis‘ journey. We are aware from Celano that Francis prayed the Divine Office every day. In addition though, he also prayed the Office of the Passion. What is it? The  Office of the Passion consists of 15 ―psalms‖ prayers of the heart, that Francis wrote to commemorate different events of Jesus‘ life. The beginnings of  the  whole  Franciscan  movement  were  profoundly  charismatic,  and  this  crucifix stamped  its  message  on  their  hearts,  forming  their  spirituality.An  incandescent  love spread from the crucifix to Francis and Clare, and from them to others so that they all glowed with the Spirit. Their feelings of love and their awareness of sinfulness were intense,  moving easily into  eloquent  expression.  There was a great  depth of sharing among themall, a joyous retelling of their passionate experiences of Christ.

c.Eucharist

The third image of Christ, in which Francis experienced such a powerful presence of Jesus, was that of his Eucharistic Lord. Francis saw the great love of Jesus for him when he looked upon the crucifix. Thus he was drawn to the Sacrament of the body and Blood of Jesus Christ, since it is in the Eucharist , the Sacrifice of the Mass, the death of Jesus is proclaimed. His desire to be one with the Son of God prompted his great reverence and devotion toward the corporal presence of Jesus in this world
No human tongue could describe the passionate love with which Francis burned for
Christ, his Spouse; he seemed to be completely absorbed by the fire of divine love like a burning coal
The memory of Christ Jesus crucified was ever present in the depths of his heart like a bundle of myrrh, and he longed to be wholly transformed into him by the fire of love. He
loved Christ so fervently and Christ returned before his eyes continually, as he once privately admitted to his companions.
―  He burned with love for the Sacrament of our Lord‟s Body with all his heart, and was
lost in wonder at the thought of such condescending love, such loving condescension. He
received  Holy Communion  often and  so  devoutly that  he roused  others to  devotion too.‖(Major Life IX, 1-2.Omnibus, p.698)

―Our whole being should be seized with fear, the whole world should tremble and heaven rejoice, when Christ the Son of the living God is present on the altar in the hands of the priest. What wonderful majesty! What stupendous condescension! O sublime humility! O humble sublimity! That the Lord of the whole universe, God and the Son of God, should humble himself like this and hide under the form of a  little bread, for our salvation. (Letter to a General Chapter, Omnibus, p.105)

Not to hear at least one Mass each day, if he could be there, Francis considered no small contempt. He frequently received Holy Communion, and he did so with such devotion, that he made others also devout.( II Celano, 201. Omnibus, p.523 also The admonitions 1 (77), Legend of Three companions XIV 57(941), Legend of Perugia 80(1055), Mirror of Perfection 65(1191), SFO Rule 8)

The church is described as the Mystical Body of Christ. We are made members of the Church by our Baptism. As members of this Body, we are graced to have a specific place to share the gift of ourselves.  Our unique presence is a manifestation of God to those around us. When we come together as Church, we encounter the living and active person of Jesus in all who surround us. As a whole we, the Church, invite the world to encounter the living and active person of Christ by our presence and actions in the  world arena. Most importantly, we encounter the living and active person of Christ in the Eucharist. Opportunities abound for us to encounter Christ, however, they require a few things of us. We must be open to the encounter, Seek the encounter. An encounter with the Lord cannot  be  contained.  It  simply  sills  over  into everything  else  we  do;  it  flows  over everyone we meet; it graces us in ways we are still to discover. If Christ is the center and meaning of our Franciscan life, we need to apply this value to  everyday life. Every moment of our life must have reference to Christ.(SFO Rule 5)




Questions for Reflection:
1.Francis grew into union with our Lord. How has your relationship with Jesus changed
since your profession?

2.Why Christ was so important to Francis?

3.List some of the ways you have encountered the Lord

4.How often do you read the Scriptures, and what difficulties do you find in applying them to yourself?

5. When you grow weary in your work as an apostle of Jesus, do you seek strength ―at the
Master‘s feet‖ i.e, in his Eucharistic presence?
FRATERNITY AS A FUNDAMENTAL ELEMENT OF ST. FRANCIS SPIRITUALITY



Fr.Irudaysamy OFMCap

INTRODUCTION

―Calling‖ is a basic concept found throughout the Scripture. It is exemplified by call of Abraham in the Old Testament, the call of Jesus in the New Testament, and the call of Saint Francis in the 12th century.
Realizing that God initially ―calls‖ a person to the Secular Franciscan Order, still, every person within the Order has the responsibility to nurture the genuine call. The purpose of the  entire  formation  process  is  to  accompany  the  person  on  his  or  her  journey  of discovery of God, discovery of St.Francis , and discovery of the individual‘s own call. When  the  first  apostles  were seeking  Christ,  His  response to  them was  ―come  and see‖(John  1:39). This also,  is the basic attitude of Secular  Franciscans toward  those women and men seeking to follow Christ today.

―  The rule and life of the Secular Franciscans is this: to observe the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ by  following the example of Saint Francis of Assisi, who made Christ the inspiration and the center of his life with God and People.”(SFO Rule 4)

Formation in and for the Secular Franciscan way of life is understood as the realistic fostering of the growth of the individual Secular Franciscan and fraternities so that the way we live in today‘s world  may conform more and more to the example of the Holy Gospel. Formation must happen through small  groups of members sharing their faith experiences.  Life  in  fraternity  is  an  effective  agent  of   formation.  Fraternity  life contributes to the growth of inter-active relationships, to the formation of the Franciscan personality and character, and to the development of Franciscan attitudes.

1. Franciscan Heritage

What began for Francis as a particular answer to an individual call was not to remain that way in the mind of God. Francis originally believed that the Lord‘s call to his life was for his own conversion. He believed that the call to change his life was an individual call to reform the wayward paths of his youth. So much of his youth  was spent with little or no regard for the message of the gospel. This truth gradually became clearer to him through his imprisonment, his illness, his visits to the caves outside Assisi. The Lord‘s  call to change his heart was crystallizing. This call was truly God‘s will for his life.
Francis might have been pleased to remain in this position, but it was not God‘s intent.
How surprised he must have been when the knight Bernardo of Quintavalle asked to join in his way of life after secretly observing Francis in a night of Prayer. The canon Peter also asked to become part of his company.From the fields, the farmer Giles journeyed to join. There was something Francis had captured that drew others to follow in this way of life. Francis‘ basic question seemingly was, ―what form of life?‖ It was at this juncture
that he went again to the Scriptures and to prayer to discern what it was that the Lord desired of him.  Francis came to comprehend this more clearly as he recounts in his Testament that ..―When the Lord gave me brothers, there was no one to tell me what I should do, but the Most High himself made it  clear  to me that I must live the life of Gospel‖ ( Test 14).

Francis used the term ―brothers‖ to refer to those men who asked to join him. Never did he refer to them as followers or sons as was the case  in other religious Orders. Francis wanted this group that God had  set apart to be known as a family. Even the name he chose for them, the Order of Friars Minor, the Lesser Brothers, gives us an insight into how Francis viewed himself and those with him. They were not to be set above, but to be servants, following the example set by our Lord. Within their own community,  no one person was to be set up above the others. The one who was to care for the others was the guardian, guardian of all that would keep them close to God. Francis chose the family as his model of relationship.

Wherever  the  brothers  may  be  and  meet  one another,  let  them  show that  they  are members of the same family. Let each  one confidently make known his need to the other, for if a mother loves and  dcares for her son according to the flesh, how much more diligently must someone love and dcare fo his brother according to the spirit! (Later Rule
6.7,8)

Let each one love and care for his brother as a mother loves and cares for her son in those matters in which God has given him the grace. (Earlier Rule 9.11).…

Beyond making their needs known to one another, they were to for the sick among them, they were to correct one another humbly and charitably; they were not to remember the faults of another. When in  hermitage, the relationship between those praying and those caring for them was described by Francis  as  being the relationship of a mother of her sons.

Let those who wish to stay in hermitages in a religious way be three brothers or, at the most, four; let two of these be “the mother” and have two “sons” or at least one. Let the two who are “mothers” keep  the life of Martha and the two “sons” the life of Mary (Rule for Hermitage 1)

This small band of men, this brotherhood, would be the basis for the rebuilding of the church.

As Secular Franciscans, the Lord gives us brothers, and sisters too. ―  The Rule and Life of the Secular Franciscans is this : to  observe the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ….‖ . We do this by   ―   following  the  example of St.Francis of Assisi, who made Christ the inspiration and the center of his life with God and people.‖

Fraternity is the means by which, and the environment through which, we are called to
live the Gospel. ―   The vocation of the SFO is a vocation to live the Gospel in fraternal
communion. For this purpose, the members of the SFO gather in ecclesial communities which  are  called  fraternities.‖  Brothers and  sisters are there to  provide  support  and encouragement. They are there to teach. They are there to correct. They are there to help me live the Gospel, and I am there to help them live the Gospel. (cordintro.)



2. Fraternity model of Fatherhood of God and the brotherhood  of Jesus Christ

It is the basic cell of the Order, visible sign of the Church, a supernatural reality based on the paternity of God and on brotherhood in Jesus Christ experienced in the strength of the Holy Spirit.

It is a gift of the Spirit to Its Church to be received in gratitude, sharing gifts in order to become a sign of communion and unity "for those who believe in me because of their message" (Jn 17,20).

Near  that  hierarchy  is  the  prophetic  and  charismatic  presence  of the  Church  which participates in its mission. It is the special place where its brothers and sisters are assisted in  becoming  more aware of their  baptismal dignity,  in  living their  belonging to the Church, in making present within the Church the Franciscan charisma, in maturing their faith and become witnesses of Christ's resurrection.

The SFO in the world is the body, and the Fraternities are the parts of this body that sustain it.

Each Fraternity has its own configuration and physical make-up, but it is not and cannot be isolated from the others. This could be stifling. It is deleterious to weaken the sense of belonging to the entire SFO and remain closed within the small environment of one's own Fraternity because it deprives us of that vital lymph the Order transmits.

The Fraternity is a living gift which should always be carried inside oneself which is quite different from just having meetings: these only mark the rhythm of making the way.

It has its Council that animates and guides it, organizing its meetings so that its members grow on a doctrinal, spiritual, psychological and social level. This is all done to lead the Fraternity to becoming a  mother who continually generates Francis' followers, and a teacher that educates and forms them.(Em.1)During this formation course  we will see the necessary aspects of fraternal life. It must be a community of love, it must be a place for ongoing conversion, and it must be a place of support for  living the Gospel in the world. Referenced sources quoted in this class include the words, Friars, Brothers, Sisters and men. These writings, which are filled with wisdom, are also applicable to brothers and sisters, men and women, of the Secular Franciscan Order.

The Franciscan ideal of Fraternity derives its basis from the fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of Jesus Christ. The Trinity is unique in that no person of the Trinity is ever superior to the others. Though this radical equality is not true of creaturely relationships,
it is a model that teaches what it means to be made in the image and likeness of God (Gen
1:26) and offers a vision after which humans aspire for themselves. (.pc6)

Humility opens human hearts to this experience of Diving relationship. In his Praises of God, St.Francis proclaims: ―  You are humility!‖(prsG 4), because our Trinitarian God is relational  by  nature,  i.e.,  a   free  communion  of  persons  without  domination  or subordination. Because they are made in the likeness of God, humans slowly become a free communion of persons without domination or  subordination, thus achieving true humility. St.Bonaventure tells us that in the Incarnation, ―God humbly bends down to lift the dust of our nature into unity with his own person‖ (St.Bonaventure: Sermon II on the Nativity of the Lord).

The Trinity is the foundational relationship which creates the Church: ―   The universal church is seen to be a people brought into unity from the unity of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit‖ (LG 4)  ―Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home in them‖(Jn 14:23).  Zeal to keep the word of	Jesus inspired Francis to make the Gospel the  very foundation of fraternal life (RnB 1 1). Established on Fidelity to the Gospel, fraternal evangelical life draws us into the intimate relationship of the Trinity.

Francis embraced the plan of God for his creatures as a family of sisters and brothers: brother sun, sister moon, etc.(CtC). He never referred to himself simply as ―Francis‖ but always as ―Brother Francis.‖  ―Brother‖ revealed the relationship with every creature to which God called him. ―Brother‖ also revealed his missio n to heal relationships through submissive humility (seeCtC 10-11) 7th plenary council p 6-7)




3. Life in Fraternity

“Fraternity‖, is the key model for Secular Franciscan Gospel life. The divine call to live in perfect charity, to strive for holiness and to build the kingdom of God culminates and takes shape in a fraternity life and the collective efforts of a group. The fraternity aspect of the SFO has already been referred to by the Rule in various contexts: The SFO is an organic union of all catholic fraternities scattered throughout the world(Rule. 2), in a life- giving union with the entire Franciscan family they make present the  charism of their common Seraphic Father(Rule.1b), and they are traditionally called as ―Brothers  and sisters of Penance‖(Rule.7a)
A deep and sensitive brotherhood was an outstanding mark of the early friars, an ideal proposed  to  them  by  St.Francis.  ―The  Lord  gave  me  brothers‖  says  Francis  in  his Testament, and established that they be called as ―  Lesser Brothers‖. In his Rule he made it plain that precepts and statutes alone do not  regulate Franciscan brotherhood. Faith, love and grace have their part. The earlier rule to the friars  exhorts: ―   And each one should love and care for his brother in all those things in which God will give him grace, as a mother loves and cares for her sons.‖
In his later rule this receives a different wording:
―  If a mother has such care for her son born according to the flesh, should not someone love and care for his brother according to the spirit even more diligently? ( see from the book the spirituality of the SF in the new rule p.125-127)

a. Fraternity of Love.

The  fraternity,  summoned  by  the  Holy  Spirit  in  Christ‘s  name,  is  an  aspect  of penitential life that is highly meaningful and irreplaceable. The brothers help each other to grow in the love of God through reciprocal love, encouragement, fraternal correction, and so forth. Together they overcome  difficulties, are freed from selfishness, and give witness of conversion to God.
Francis‘ writings suggests that he understood the gift of brothers as more than simply
supportive instruments of the Lord. They were both necessary conditions and necessary expressions of the Gospel life, which demands witness to the community of God‘ Love that is, the Trinity. In order to  bring to birth the ―spirit  of the truth of the Gospel, he needed brothers‖ according to the Spirit.‖
When the Friars or sisters love each other mutually, the Spirit of God lives in them, and God Himself, the Father Almighty, the Son and Spirit set up their dwelling among them. As sons of the same heavenly Father, and as a unity, called to share the divine life, they are brothers of Christ. ―  Oh how holy and delightful ….to have such  a brother.‖ Both in teaching and practice, Francis has given birth to a fraternal life which is intense and rich with overtones.‖(The Cord : volume 48,no.3, 137)
The  fraternity,  first  and  foremost,  must  be  a  community of  love.  In  her  testament, St.Clare tells us ― Loving one another with the charity of  Christ, let the love you have in your hearts be shown outwardly in your deeds so that, compelled by such an example, the sisters may always grow in love of God and in charity for one another.‖   ( The Cord : volume 48,no.3, 136)
The SFO fraternity, says the Rule, is a group of brothers and sisters that are led by the
Holy Spirit to strive for perfect charity in their own secular state. By their Profession they pledge  themselves to live the Gospel in the manner of St. Francis. We know that the Fraternity  is  founded  on  the  fatherhood  of God  and  the  fellowship  in  Jesus  Christ witnessed within ourselves by the Holy Spirit, guided and guaranteed by the teachings of the Church. All this is lived by means of the example of St. Francis and through his g ift of Fraternity.
We  learn from the Rule that  the Fraternity is  "-the basic unit  of the whole order-" meaning that  there are other units too, forming together the whole body. Therefore an exchange of vitality, relationships and experiences among the various units is necessary to grow together and to avoid isolation in a closed circuit that makes it wither and die.
The Fraternity is "-a visible sign of the Church, the community of love-". From here comes the duty to  show the characteristics of the Church by a marked way of life and building up each other.
The Fraternity "-should be the privileged place for developing a sense of Church and the
Franciscan vocation and for enlivening the apostolic life of its members-". That means that the Fraternity has to learn over and over again to be able to develop those values and to make authentic  Franciscans out of those whom it has generated into Franciscanism. Only thus will it become that right  and privileged place, not only by a sense of duty
towards its own vocation, but even more so by its authenticity and the human wealth it offers.
In the Constitutions we read that  "-the Fraternity of the SFO finds its origin in the inspiration of  Francis of Assisi to whom the Most High revealed the essential gospel
quality of life in fraternal communion-" (Testament 14) and that it should promote the "- collaboration  among the brothers and sisters and their active and communal presence
both in the local and in the universal Church-" (Const. 28).
The members of the Fraternity, "-the brothers and sisters are co-responsible for the life of
the Fraternity to which they belong and for the SFO... throughout the world. This requires personal presence, witness, prayer and active collaboration, in accordance with each one's means and possible obligations for the animation of the Fraternity-" (Const. 30).

b. Fraternity the lived experience of togetherness, unity of mutual love

An important quality of community is the lived experience of togetherness. The implications of this quality for life in community are as follows:

1. Fraternity is a gift to be discovered and lived out, it is dependent upon the urgings of grace and the demands of God‘s initiative, and not just upon one‘s own categories of acceptance, whims of decision, or choice of partners.

2. Fraternity is based upon a free and responsible acceptance of a call, it is togetherness because of personal self-giving, willful decision, and the obligation flowing from intimacy, not just legislation or communal structures. It is a concrete expression of ―one body, one spirit in Christ,‖ the being of ―one mind and one heart,‖ not a togetherness based upon regular observance or uniformity.

3. Fraternity life has to reflect the Father‘s loving us intensely, his choosing us to come together in Jesus Christ, his giving the energy of the Holy Spirit to restore all things in Christ.

4. Life in Fraternity recognizes the dignity of every person to be a chosen child of God, to be redeemed by Christ, to have the potential to respond to the Spirit‘s urging, to be the artisan of one‘s own world, to embody a unique blend of characteristics or talents(10) Benet The cord (vol.48no3)

―  The fidelity and authenticity of our commitment, manifested to community, provides a model for those in the world of what a life with God can mean and demonstrates to them the possibilities of their own hearts to strive for holiness‖11 The earliest Franciscan, free  from all  selfish  love,  poured  all  their  affection  into  the  heart  of the  fraternity Fraternal love displays a unity for the world to see.
The unanimity of the sisters (Poor Clares), ―possessing  the one love, united in
spirit and ideas‖  (Phil.2.2) was the countenance of God‘s gentleness the sacrament of God‘s tenderness, the witness of God‘s kindly regard…..As Jesus prayed, ―  that they may be one in us so that the world may believe that you sent me‖ and ―  that their unity may be complete so that the world may know….that you love me‖ and ―  that your love for me
may live in them and I may live in them‖(Jn.17:21,23,26), so life in fraternity is meant to
both show and  secure the gentile,  loving  ,  and  caring  presence of the Most  High.‖
12(Cord)138 volume 48,No.3.

c. Fraternity as Sacrament of Gospel Living

Life in Fraternity is to be communicated as the ―   sacrament‖  of gospel living which expresses and brings about the whole gamut of living in union with Christ as the center and inspiration of our life. Life in Fraternity has this sacramental quality because it is:

- an effective support system for evangelical growth;

-a productive experience of group spiritual direction;

-a context of stability for grounding and maturing Gospel values and praxis; - a concrete, human manifestation of a deeper spiritual reality;

-a real sign of the Justice, Peace, and Reconciliat ion of the Reign of God

d. Components of Life in Fraternity

Life in Fraternity, as the ideal and normative situation for gospel living has the following components:

-1. A particular structure (SFO Rule 20-22)

- a real Fraternity ( not a club or sodality) existing on various levels;

- animated and guided by the leadership of a Council;

- fulfilling a particular ecclesial, apostolic and Franciscan function.

-2 A necessary vitality (SFO Rule 23)

- brought alive by adequate formation;

-deepened through the permanent commitment of it members

- matured through dialogue and harmonious problem solving

-3 Sustaining forces that nourish Fraternal life (SFO Rule 24-26)

- regular and frequent meetings of the Fraternity and its council;

- on-going support of the members;
-adequate spiritual assistance;

-pastoral and fraternal visits.

e. Fraternal Service

The Gospel fraternity finds its basis in Christ, firstborn of many brothers, who makes of all men one true fraternity. Fraternal life is built in welcoming the option of the kénosis of the Incarnation and of Easter, and in following in the footprints of Christ the Servant. In fact, "the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many" (Mt 20,28).

Ever since Christ gave his life for others, service implies the aspects of renunciation, humiliation and suffering. Service finds its natural context in the expectation of solidarity in sorrow, and not in that of reward and recognition. The commitment to fraternal life and the cult of the same pass of necessity through the gift of a service rendered as a sacrifice and gratuitously.

Gift, because we are talking about serving our brothers, and not of being served by them.

Sacrificial service, because it is service wherein there is sacrifice; only service costs something.

Gratuitous service, because it does not demand recompense , because it does not find its own motivation in the constraints of slavery, but in the freedom of love, in the need of a caring charity for others and for the fraternity.

What service?

§ The service of "carrying one another's burdens"

It is the first and fundamental form of fraternal diakonìa, because the brother is not an object to be dominated, but a "burden" to be borne: and he is brother precisely because he weighs heavily on the shoulders of others.

Fraternal communion is realized in "support", just as the communion between God and men is realized in support. In fact, God supported men in the Body of Christ, because "He was burdened with our sufferings, he has taken on  himself our sorrows...; he was pierced for our sins, he was crushed for our iniquities. The punishment which gives us salvation fell on him..." (Is. 53, 4-5).

Fraternal communion is the communion of the Cross; it is present whenever one feels the weight of the other. On the other hand, there would not be Christian communion and the law of Christ would be disowned if one did not feel the burden of the brother.

§ The service of good example
Good example finds its place always in connection with and in dependence on metanoia which enjoins  self-transformation,  by doing  violence to one's own passions and evil desires. Fraternal life is not built with discussions, it is not the outcome of a defense of the fraternity; it is founded instead on the example of the one who is ready for sacrifice, the one who overcomes the reluctance of his own nature to carry out tasks which imply renunciation, weariness and distress; the one who does not allow himself to  become disheartened by the opposition of a mediocrity for which "good example" is a reproach.

Fraternal  life  is  the result  of a  humble and  simple witness:  it  depends on  personal readiness to die like the grain of wheat; it is the winning-post, never definitively reached, of constant daily heroism.

4. Fraternity a Place of Conversion

A fraternity should be a place of conversion and a launching pad for apostolic activity of
the members. SFO constitution Ch.3 ―Life in Fraternity‖ tells us that

“the local fraternity….becomes the basic unit of the whole Order and a visible sign of Church, the  community of love. This should be the privileged place for developing a sense of Church and the Franciscan vocation and for enlivening the apostolic life of us members.”

The local fraternity is the basic living organism of the whole SFO. It is the center for spiritual growth, apostolic outreach, and loving union among members. Fraternity should be a place where we are offered an opportunity for conversion, for spiritual growth. There are two facets of Fraternity Life. One is internal  calling and other is external calling, internal spiritual growth and  external apostolic works. Both are important for the life of SFO.  Rule  of  SFO  calls  Secular  Franciscans  to  go  from  Gospel  (conversion)  to life(apostolate).

5. The Eucharist center of life in Fraternity.

The plan of penance and ongoing conversion involves the choice of participating fully in the Eucharist so  that the Body of Christ will become a main source of support and accountability for one‘s decision to bring renewal through the cross and receive the Body and  Blood  of  our  Lord  Jesus  Christ.  The  Eucharist  as  covenant,  sacrifice,  meal, celebration, community-builder, reconciliation, and life-style is a primary experience of intimate real presence to activate and actualize the union between the penitential and the loving Lord.

6. The Challenges of Fraternal Life

A fraternity is made up of all kinds of people, and we are not all alike. These differences should be respected.  Mary Ann Julian, SFO, writes:
Our fraternities are the nurseries where God prepares nurtures, and strengthens us for our work in the world. In these “gardens of love,” all plants (us) are unique, varied, purposeful. Each has the capacity to give honor to God and to benefit others in some way. Now temptations blow through the garden and often the way we “rub against each other” causes us to become irritated. If we rely, or take pride, in our own gifts, friction and division will occur. If we learn to die to self and submit to the loving care of the
Gardener (and our lawful superiors), His beauty, His love, and His peace will increase in us and overflow to all the world.(The Cord : volume 48,no.3, 138)

Lester Bach, OFM Cap., also indicates that all is not peaches and cream:

The community will experience the Exodus experience again and again. Some problems persist beyond their time. Failure is not easy to handle …..We will have more than our share of humanness. Still, we  are committed to create a climate where humanness is understood and accepted. On the other hand, we have good celebrations. We have prayer experiences that move us to tears of joy. We are gently surprised by the dedication of a brother and sister. We are impressed with the joy of one who suffers. We realize  our strength as a people dedicated to Jesus, willing to “keep on keeping on” no matter what the price. We learn so much from the example of others in the community. It is good to know we are not alone on  this pilgrimage to God. We learn about Jesus through the honest sharing in community. We learn to celebrate the ordinary gifts that life brings. We find joy in our covenant with the poor Service brings us satisfaction. New members bring us happiness in seeing another person answering the Gospel call of Jesus. When Sister Death calls someone home, we gather together both in grief at our loss and thanksgiving for eternal life. When our experience helps someone else, the gift is mutually satisfying. (The Cord: volume 48,no.3, 138-139)

The family is faced with the degradation of fundamental values, a wrong conception of independence of married people, an ambiguity in the relationship between parents and children, divorce, abortion, sterilization, a contraceptive mentality, and corruption of the idea	and	experience	of	liberty. The family is a victim of the many forces bent to destroy and deform it. The dominating secularism is added to immature psychology and social-economic  and political causes which shake the ethical and moral values of the family. The results of this reality are the problems of irregular couples and the  growth of civil weddings without sacraments Serious situations of misery, hunger and desperation caused by unemployment, lack of decent living areas, lack of education and health services, etc. demonstrate clearly that we are  constantly  challenged  by  the  death   culture  (imperialism,  family  planning  as understood and sponsored by the Government, wars and  guerilla warfare, kidnapping, terrorism, drug traffic, etc).
The SFO accepts the challenge to make its choice for the formation of the family so that young people and children find the security and orientation and an adequate paternal and maternal image which contributes to the maturity of their personality. This choice means caring and a constant battle against the attacks of a consumeristic society, hedonistic and with no regard for the person, in a reality where the woman, in many cases, is the only one who sustains the family and educates the children.
No one enters and remains a single unit. Entering the Franciscan Order, in any of its branches, involves entering a family, a fraternity. In Francis‘ journey, there was no rule, no way of life until God has given Francis brothers. This truth holds true for us today. The basic unit of the Secular Franciscan Order is the local fraternity. It is comprised of persons who have received on individual call from God to  live more deeply the radical call of gospel life. In the  Franciscan framework, this call is to  be  lived, supported, challenged  and  honored  with  others.  The  local  fraternity  is  the  home  in  which  the vocation  of each  member  is  nurtured  and  guided.  This  was  the  vision  Francis  had received from God. Family was important to Francis, and so it is important to the entire Franciscan Order.

CONCLUSION

The very nature of the Franciscan charism begs for fraternity. Whenever Seculars get together,  fraternity  is  experienced.  In  the  conduct  of the  business  of the  Executive Council, fraternity is formed. The basic unit of the Order is the local fraternity. This is the privileged place where we are  involved  in  apostolic and  social activities, where we experience spiritual growth, and where we experience family love. The Friars or Spiritual Animators (religious, diocesan clergy, religious sister or  certified Secular Franciscans) contribute to the Fraternity by their participation as an equal member of the Executive Council, provide ongoing formation, preside at the liturgies, and most important, are present with brothers and sisters of SFO  at their gatherings May St.Francis and St.Clare and their communities continue to be an inspiration to us in  our life in fraternity. Let us journey  together  as  brothers  and  sisters,  following  in  the  footsteps  of  Christ  and St.Francis, prayerfully remembering  that  initial and ongoing  formation is the key to renewal and updating in the Secular Franciscan Order.



Reflection Questions

1. How has fraternity helped your Franciscan vocation grow? In what ways has it been a hindrance?
2. What contributions have you been able to make to develop the spirit of ―family‖ in
your Fraternity?
FRANCIS AND THE BLESSED VIRGIN MARY


Fr.Irudaysamy OFMCap.



The Virgin Mary, humble servant of the Lord, was open to his every word and call. She was embraced  by Francis  with  indescribable love and  declared  the protectress and advocate of his family. The Secular Franciscan should express their ardent love for her by imitating her complete self-giving and by praying earnestly and confidently. (Rule 9)

To develop a true knowledge and love of Jesus Christ, the Son of God made Man, calls for a tender  devotion toward his mother, Mary. She was very much a part of his life, being  with  Christ  in  Bethlehem  and  Nazareth,  but  more  importantly  on  Calvary. St.Francis recognized this special relationship with her son in light of our redemption. Therefore, he bade his followers to love her as their queen and their mother.

1.The Word of God

Luke 1:26-38; Luke 2:33-35; John 19:25-27; also Lk 1:39-56(Visitation); Lk 2:41-52(the finding  in  the  temple);  Jn  2:1-12  (wedding  at  Cana);  Acts  1:12-14(Mary  and  the Apostles); Rv 12:1-6 (the woman and the dragon).

2. The Church Speaks

Constitution on the Church, 52 -69, Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity, 4

The function of the Blessed Virgin in the plan of salvation:  The sacred writings of the Old and New Testaments, as well as venerable tradition, show the role of the Mother of the Saviour in the plan of salvation in an ever clearer light and call our attention to it. The books of the Old Testament describe the  history of salvation, by which the coming of Christ into the world was slowly prepared .The earliest documents, as they are read in the Church and are understood in the light of further and full revelation, bring the figure of a woman, Mother of the Redeemer, into a gradually clearer light. Considered in this light, she is already prophetically foreshadowed in the promise of victory over the serpent which was given to our first parents after their fall into sin(Gen.3:15). Likewise she is the virgin who shall conceive and bear a son, whose name shall be called Emmanuel(Is./:14; Mic.5:2-3; Mt.1:22-23). She stands out  among the poor and humble of the Lord, who confidently hope for and receive salvation from him. After a long period of waiting the times are fulfilled in her, the exalted Daughter of Sion and the new plan of salvation is established, when the son of God has taken human nature from her, that he might in the mysteries of his flesh free man from sin.(LG 55). St.Irenaeus says, ―being  obedient, became the  cause of salvation for herself and for the who le human race‖  The early Fathers asserted  in their  preaching : ―the  knot of Eve‘s disobedience was united  by Mary‘s obedience: what the virgin Eve  bound through her disbelief, Mary loosened by her  faith.‖  Comparing  Mary  with  Eve,  they  call  her  ―Mother  of  t he  living,‖  and frequently claim: ―death through Eva, life through Mary.‖(LG. 56)

The church has granted her several titles of distinction: Advocate, Helper, Benefactress, Mediatrix. .Mary is our helper on the road to salvation; she points the way to Jesus, never to herself. She is a model for the universal Church, leading others to Christ. Mary‘s title as ―Mother of God,‖ Theotokos declared at the  Council of Ephesus in 431. It is also mentioned that this is the oldest title we have for Mary, and the  only title the Eastern Churches use to this day. An explanation  can be found in the Apostolic Exhortation of Pope Paul VI Marialis Cultis, For the Right Ordering and Development of Devotion to the Blessed Virgin Mary, promulgated on February 2, 1974. Here, Paul VI goes into depth concerning Mary‘s place in liturgical worship, proper mention of her in the Liturgy of the Word., Liturgy of the Eucharist, and Liturgy of the Hours. Her prominent place on the liturgical calendar is pointed out.

3.Our Franciscan  Heritage.

Francis embraced the Mother of our Lord Jesus with indescribable love because, as he said, it was she who made the Lord Jesus our brother, and through her we found mercy. After Christ, he put all his trust in her and took her as his patroness for himself and his friars. In her honor he fasted every year from the feast of Saints Peter and Paul until the Assumption. ( Major Life IX, 3. Omnibus, p.699)

As he was living there by the church of  our Lady, Francis prayed to her who had conceived the  Word, full of grace and truth, begging her insistently and with tears to become  his  Advocate.  Then  he  was  granted  the  true  spirit  of  the  Gospel  by  the intercession of the Mother of Mercy and he  brought it to fruition. (Major Life III, 1. Omnibus, p.646)

Toward the Mother of Jesus he was filled with an inexpressible love, because it was she who made the Lord of Majesty our brother. He sang special praises to her, poured out prayers to her, offered her his affections, so many and so great that the tongue of man cannot recount them. But what delights us most, he made her the advocate of the order and placed under her wings the sons he was about to leave that she might cherish them and protect them to the end.(II Celano 198, Omnibus, p.521), also Writings of St.Francis
4 Salutation of the Blessed Virgin (p.135); Celano,First Life 24 (248); Legend of the
Three companions Ch.V 15 (905); Mirror of Perfection 55 (1177)

Francis was known for his great devotion, reverence and imitation of Mary, the Mother of God,. He acknowledged the unique position given her by God: she is the daughter of the Father, the mother of the Son and spouse of the Holy Spirit. From the titles Francis has attributed to Mary in the Praises, we can see the great reverence and devotion he had for the  Mother  of  God.  The  first  four  titles  share  with  us  the  ways  in  which  Francis envisioned Mary as holding within herself the Son of God. Palace,  Dwelling, Robe, Tabernacle are all words that conjure up thoughts of enclosure. Mary held within her, both physically and spiritually, the Word of God. One of the first examples of Mary that Francis tried to emulate was her hearing and obeying the will of God.
Several Marian traditions have been attributed to to the Franciscan charism. Legend holds that the Angelus might be one of them. While visiting the Sultan in 1219, Francis was inspired and awed by the Muslims call to Prayer five times a day. On his return home, in a  Letter  to  the  Rulers  of  the  Peoples,  he  exhorted  them:  ―     that  every  evening  an announcement be made by a messenger or some other sign that praise and thanksgiving be given by all people to the all-powerful Lord God.”

Following Francis‘ fervor, the members of the Franciscan Family have always held Mary in high esteem.  Two followers in particular  have championed  her cause. One is the beloved St.Anthony of Padua, the ―Evangelical Doctor.‖ In his many sermons, Anthony praises Mary for her role in our redemption, from her initial ―Yes‖ to her stalwart stance at the foot of the Cross.

A second Franciscan worthy of mention in regard to Mary is Blessed  John Duns Scotus. He was a  Franciscan Philosopher and theologian who, against most of the prominent voices of his time,  including St.Thomas Aquinas and St.Bonaventure, held firm to the concept  that  Mary  was  conceived  without  the  stain  of  Original  Sin.  Duns  Scotus argument for the Immaculate Conception was very simple. In Latin, ―Potuit, decuit ergo fecit;‖ translated, ―God could do it, should do it and so he did do it.‖ It was possible for God to grant this favor to Mary, her release from Original Sin before the actual act of redemption,  and  he  deemed  to  do  so.  These  two  teachings  held  so  firmly  by  our Franciscan forbearers are two of the three dogmas proclaimed infallible by the Church, Mary‘s  Immaculate  Conception  on  December  8,  1854  by  Pope  Pius  IX  and  her Assumption on November 1, 1950 by Pope Pius XII. These dogmas were reaffirmed by the Council Fathers of Vatican II Lumen Gentium,  the  Dogmatic Constitution on the Church.

4. Franciscan Focus

Our love for Jesus includes his mother.St.Francis loved Mary as a devoted son. As the spouse of the  Holy Spirit, she not only made Jesus, the Son of God, our brother, but Francis saw how she shared his poverty and suffering. Being our mother too, she gives her example to strengthen us in our efforts to be poor and humble servants of the Lord. Mary is the mother of the whole Church, of all those baptized into the death of her Son. Through her union with his sufferings on Calvary, she gave birth to his Body the Church. Francis called her the queen and mother of his Order. He wanted her to love and protect those of her children who give her honor by serving the Church according to a life-style that reflects her Son‘s earthly life - and hers. Francis loved her so much because he felt she showed him how to fulfill his desire to follow wherever Christ would lead him.
Our own Franciscan tradition holds up for our consideration two devotions to Mary as
alternative means of praying the Liturgy of the Hours: the Franciscan Crown Rosary and the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin. Francis noted Mary  to be the first disciple of our Lord. He followed her example unreservedly. He urges us to do the same.
In the Office of the Passion, Francis made an exception. He wrote an Antiphon to the
Blessed Virgin to be prayed before and after each psalm. In it, he praised Mary in her trifold role as Mother, Daughter and Spouse; he also petitioned her to pray for us from
her privileged place at the side of her Son.

A deep and abiding love for Mary, the mother of Christ and our spiritual mother, is a characteristic mark of the Franciscan Order. The constitutions of the SFO  fix this love in Secular Franciscan life(Article 16). Saint Francis himself prayed to her before each hour of the Office:

―Holy  Virgin  Mary,  there  is  none  like  unto  you  born  in  the  world  among  women, daughter and handmaid of the most high king, the heavenly Father! Mother of our most holy Lord Jesus Christ,  spouse  of the Holy Spirit, pray for us with Saint Michael the Archangel and all the virtues of heaen and all the saints, to your most holy, beloved Son, our Lord and Master. Amen.‖

5. Mother of the Franciscan Order

The cradle of the Franciscan Order was the Portiuncula (―The  little Portion‖), the poor little church outside Assisi which was dedicated to Our Lady of the Angels. It was no accident that this greatest of  mothers should stand again at a poor cradle. To Francis, Portiuncula was a royal castle, like that other  one at Bethlehem, for poverty was the badge of the noble children of God. He said, ―  Poverty is a royal virtue, because it shone so brightly in the King and Queen‖ (Celano, The life of Saint Francis)
Like  all  good  mothers,  Mary  teaches  us.  Above  all,  she  teaches  us  humility.  It  is
beautifully  expressed  in  the  song  of  Mary,  the  Magnificat.Mary  was  humble  in recognizing her complete unworthiness before God. She trusted confidently in the perfect love of God always eager to life his creatures up to divine childhood and perfect joy.



Questions for Reflection

1. Why is Mary the Mother of the Franciscan Order?
2. What virtue does Mary especially teach us?
3. Read Lumen Gentium, the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Chapter 8 and give
personal reflections.
4. Describe your relationship with Mary, the Blessed Virgin, the Mother of God, our
Mother.
5. What event in Mary‘s life brings you closer to her as your mother?
6. How often do your recite her rosary?

