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(In 2007)
1. The country:

Australia is the smallest continent and the largest island, being 8 million square kilometres. It extends 3,700 km from north to south, and 4,000 km from east to west. The British colonized the land from 1788 and dispossessed the aboriginal population. Six separate colonies developed into States and federated in 1901, to form the Commonwealth of Australia.  Its population in 2001 was nearly 19 million. 86% of the population is urbanized.


69% of the population are Christians, of which 27% are Catholics, 21% are Anglicans, and 21% are other Christian denominations. 4% are non-Christians (Buddhists 1.9%, Muslims 1.4%, Jews 0.6%, Hindus 0.5%,). 12% did not state any religion. 15% are of no religion.

2. The Catholic Church in Australia:

The Catholic Church in Australia is organized into 28 dioceses, one Military Ordinariate, and three Eastern Rite eparchies.


The Catholic population in 2001 was five million two thousand (5,001,962). 43% are under 30 years of age. 40.7% are aged between 30 and 60. 16.3% are 60 and over.


15.3% attend weekly Mass. 52% of Catholic students attend Catholic schools, primary and secondary.


There are 1,676 active diocesan priests and 368 retired. There are 1,114 religious priests and the same number of other religious men (1,118). Religious women number 6,410.

The laity number 4,991,000, that is, 99.78% of the Catholic population. So, one in 500 Catholics in Australia is a priest or religious.

THE FRANCISCAN FAMILY
A. RELIGIOUS INSTITUTES
1. FIRST ORDER
Order of Friars Minor Conventual - OFMConv: 22 in the General Custody of Australia.

Order of Friars Minor Capuchin - OFMCap: 30 in Province of Australia. 
Order of Friars Minor - OFM: in 2002: 103 in Australia, [Custody of Singapore-Malaysia (23) and Foundation of NZ (12).] Total in the Province: 138.

FRANCISCAN REFORMS

Franciscan Friars of the Immaculate - FI (from the Conventuals)

Pontifical missionary institute of the First Order. At Toodyay, W.A.

Brothers of St Francis - FSF (from the Capuchins)

Not included in the Official Directory of the Catholic Church in Australia 2003. At Toongabbie, NSW.

2. SECOND ORDER

Order of St Clare, Campbelltown - OSC: 16 nuns.

Order of St Clare, Bendigo - PCC (Colletines); 5 nuns

Sisters of St Clare, Waverley - OSC:
3. THIRD ORDER REGULAR (Women only)

Franciscan Missionaries of Mary - FMM

Franciscan Missionaries of the Divine Motherhood - FMDM

Missionary Franciscan Sisters of the Immaculate Conception - MFIC

Franciscan Sisters of the Heart of Jesus - FCJ (Maltese)

Franciscan Sisters of St Anthony - FSSA (Italian)

4. SECULAR INSTITUTES

Missionaries of the Kingship of Christ: men and women

B. ASSOCIATIONS OF THE CHRISTIAN FAITHFUL
1. SECULAR THIRD ORDERS

Franciscan Tertiaries of the Immaculate (Third Order of Franciscan Friars of the Immaculate.)

The Hills Franciscan Community (Third Order of FMM in W.A.)

Secular Franciscan Order: See the report below.
2. FRANCISCAN YOUTH MOVEMENT

FRAMA (Croatian Franciscan Youth): St Johns Park, NSW.
3. OTHER FRANCISCAN GROUPS AND MOVEMENTS
Franciscan Federation of Australia
Membership encompasses all Franciscan Groups in Australia, Anglican, Catholic and Ecumenical. The aim is to foster working together as Franciscans, and to foster communication among the whole Franciscan family. FFA publishes Cords Down Under.

Franciscans of New South Wales
Informal bimonthly meetings of individual Franciscans, Anglican, Catholic and Ecumenical.

They publish Cords Connecting.
THE SECULAR FRANCISCAN ORDER

A national fraternity is an “organic union of the local fraternities existing within the territory of one or more states which are joined and co-ordinated among themselves through regional fraternities, wherever they exist” (GCSFO Art. 65).

The SFO National Fraternity of Oceania is the union of all the Catholic Secular Franciscan fraternities that exist in Australia, New Zealand, Papua New Guinea, Singapore, and Sabah. 

This is a very large geographical area that includes five nations and diverse cultures. It is a mini-international fraternity that incorporated Australia and New Zealand in the 1970’s. Singapore and Sabah were added during the 1980’s and Papua New Guinea in the late 1980’s. It consists of 8 regional fraternities, fifteen local fraternities in New Zealand, 7 fraternities in Singapore and Sabah, fifty fraternities in Australia in 6 regional fraternities that are determined by the State boundaries. The 8 fraternities in Papua New Guinea are not yet established as a regional fraternity. 

To animate and guide these regional fraternities is a tremendous job for the National Executive, the major problem being distance between the regional fraternities and the cost of travel as well as the time required to do such work. We have no full-time employed staff, so all the work is done voluntarily by people dedicated to the task of leadership. 

The National Executive meets each second month on the second Saturday. The major tasks of formation, promotion and evangelization are handled through executive committees. The day-to-day organization is done by the officers of the executive. The National Executive is given spiritual assistance by the Conference of National Assistants composed of three friars, one from each obedience present in Australia: Capuchin, Conventual and Friars Minor. We are very grateful to the First Order for this national assistance and for the time and effort put into the work of the National Fraternity by the three national spiritual Assistants.

Each of the regional fraternities has a Regional Executive which animates and guides it. The development of regional leadership groups has been the result of considerable encouragement and effort over the years. Each regional fraternity now has effective leadership that assists the local fraternities in developing the Order throughout the national fraternity. Some of the regional fraternities in Australia are very small in numbers, because of the geographic situation. They are separated by extreme distances, so they need to operate in this way to be effective. 
The National Fraternity of Oceania has always looked at the membership of Singapore/Sabah and New Zealand as being wholly important to the life of the national fraternity. The Regional Fraternity of New Zealand did look at forming a national fraternity, but after consideration the members decided to remain within the National Fraternity of Oceania. 
There is no regional structure as yet in Papua New Guinea. The eight fraternities are sometimes in very inaccessible areas and operate mainly with the support of local Franciscan religious communities.

In the future we would see the National Fraternity divide into possibly three national fraternities, 1) Australia, 2) New Zealand, 3) Malaysia and Singapore.

Membership
The SFO in Oceania has approximately 1,250 members. Around 850 of these are active members and 400 are inactive because of age or distance from established fraternities. There are some 227 persons in formation. The average member is senior in age (60+) but we find many enquirers are now in the lower age groups, 30 to 50, and are often married couples as well as single people. We have one Franciscan Youth group in the Croatian parish of St Johns Park, NSW. At various times we encourage and provide Franciscan Experience for younger people. These activities often attract people to the Order in various ways.

The educational attainment of our members is across the whole spectrum from highly educated to normal high school and covering all walks of life and both city and rural backgrounds. Most of our Fraternities are in major cities and towns, although people are showing interest in country towns and in many smaller areas. We see this as a challenge to encourage and allow isolated people and small groups to experience the Secular Franciscan lifestyle and vocation. We look to Secular Franciscans to take up the role of spreading our spirituality to these people as the numbers of Franciscan religious diminish.

Formation
The National Executive has had a Formation Committee that supported and provided material for the regional fraternities, whose responsibility it is, with the local fraternities and the Spiritual Assistants, to provide initial and ongoing formation for the members in local fraternities. Each regional executive meets the challenge in the best way suitable for its area.

The National Spiritual Assistants provide the Monthly Spiritual Message, which is distributed to local fraternities, small groups, and isolated Secular Franciscans.

We were pleased to receive the updated Guidelines on Formation from the SFO International Council.

Apostolate
Local Fraternities engage in many apostolates and also many individual members serve within local ecclesial structures. Each regional fraternity involves itself to the best of its ability in feasible apostolates. Some are: working with the poor, the underprivileged, and the mentally ill; family welfare; hospital visitation and visiting the sick and dying; apostolates within parishes and the wider Church, as well as in many social and economic areas such as with street people and in soup kitchens. The SFO in Oceania also supports Secular Franciscan families in underdeveloped countries through continuing financial support.

Challenges
The major difficulty for the National Executive of Oceania is the tremendous size of the national fraternity and its different nationalities and customs. The tyranny of distance makes it very difficult for visitation and support. Travel is so expensive. The opposite side of that coin is that we are able to keep good contact by telephone and e-mail. It also encourages the regional executives to take on the leadership of their area more freely and extensively in the knowledge that the life of the Order depends on their actions and that the National Executive is available to help when requested.

The National Executive endeavours to provide support and assistance on formation and evangelization and promotion. This again is quite difficult in the cross- cultural situation in which we work, but thanks to the regional executives it works well. 

Future Prospects

We see the future as hopeful and full of challenge for the Order in each area of Oceania. We have a good number of people in formation; this bodes well for the future. We have the emergence of groups of people who want to become Secular Franciscans but who are currently prevented from doing so by the great distances and by the lack of Franciscan religious for spiritual assistance. The future of the SFO in Oceania is very bright if we face this difficulty with confidence in our Secular Franciscans to evangelize and form these emerging groups. They need to be flexible enough to work within a framework that will allow the development of people who live great distances apart. 

The SFO in Oceania also works closely with the other members of the Franciscan Family especially through the Franciscan Federation of Australia and in local associations. One of the main results of this collaboration has been the promotion of vocations to all the Orders, religious and secular. The whole future outlook is very positive and exciting.

Adapted from the report of Peter Keogh, National Minister SFO-Oceania and Helen Britton, International Councilor SFO-Oceania, presented in 2003, updated and to be updated in 2008.

SPIRITUAL ASSISTANCE TO THE SFO

In Australia, the Provincial Ministers of the Friars Minor, Capuchins, and Conventuals, are responsible for spiritual assistance to the SFO. Each Provincial Minister delegates a National Assistant.


In Australia, there are fifteen OFM Assistants, thirteen of whom are local Assistants.

There are five Capuchin Assistants, and three Conventual Assistants. Only the Friars Minor have appointed non-friars as local Assistants. Three of these are secular priests, members of the SFO. One local Assistant is a Salesian priest, three are Franciscan Sisters, one is a Josephite Sister, and one is a professed Secular Franciscan.


Twenty-one friars and eight non-friars assist forty-five local Fraternities and five emerging fraternities or groups in Australia. The Koreans of West Pymble Fraternity meet at Waitara. A Slovenian group is attached to Concord Fraternity and meets at Merrylands.


The three branches of the First Order provide spiritual assistance to the SFO in the National Fraternity. The Third Order Regular (TOR) is not present in these countries.


In Australia, three Provincial Ministers are responsible for establishing local SFO Fraternities, visiting them pastorally, and appointing local Assistants. Each Provincial Minister delegates a National Assistant to the SFO. The National Assistants are: John Cooper OFMCap, David Huebner OFMConv, and Carl Schafer OFM.


In New Zealand, the Capuchin Custos and the President of the OFM Foundation are responsible for spiritual assistance to the SFO in the Regional Fraternity. Each delegates a Regional Assistant. The Regional Assistants are Lucian Armstrong OFM and Matthias Murphy OFMCap. 


In Singapore, only the OFM Custos is responsible for assistance to the SFO in Singapore, and in Sabah, where there are no resident friars. The only Regional Assistant is John Wong OFM. 

Association of Spiritual Assistants of Oceania

The Association of Spiritual Assistants of Oceania meets annually in conjunction with the SFO National Chapter or National Council. It is open to all Assistants, but usually only those Assistants attending the Chapter or Council meeting can attend. The meeting discusses matters of particular interest to the spiritual Assistants, friars, and non-friars, in the SFO National Fraternity of Oceania. The meeting appoints a President and a Secretary.

National Assistants

The three National Assistants are individual members of the SFO National Chapter, Council and Executive. We do not function in those governing bodies as a Conference of National Assistants. Our reports to them cover our activities both as individuals and as a Conference. As individual National Assistants, we meet with our Provincial Ministers once a year. As members of the SFO National Executive, we meet the Provincial Ministers of the friars also once a year.
Conference of National Assistants

The three National Assistants work also as a Conference and have been meeting at least four times a year since 1999. We elect a President and a Secretary for a year at a time.

The Conference delegates its members to make pastoral visits to the regional level, and to witness elections in regional chapters, in Australia, New Zealand, and Singapore. It makes decisions collegially regarding spiritual assistance to the SFO above the local level.


In April 2002, the Conference conducted a Seminar for Friar Spiritual Assistants to the SFO in Australia, and in September 2003, another Seminar for All Spiritual Assistants in Australia. We held both seminars in the Sydney suburb of Kensington.


The National Assistants take turns in publishing a Monthly Spiritual Message, which the author sends to the Regional Ministers, who photocopy and post it to the Ministers of their local Fraternities. Each National Assistant sends it to the Regional Assistants, who photocopy and post it to their Order’s local Assistants.
