SPIRITUALITY AMID STRUCTURE
Carl Schafer OFM


Thirty-nine years ago, in 1975, I began to form a local Third Order Fraternity at St Anthony’s Friary, Singapore. (It wasn’t until in1978 that Franciscan Tertiaries were called Secular Franciscans.) I made contact also with the Portuguese Mission Fraternity and with the Tertiaries in West Malaysia during a retreat at Port Dixon, and also with the T.O. Fraternity of Kota Kinabalu in Sabah. 


While in Rome as General Spiritual Assistant from 1984 to 1997, I encouraged the Franciscan Sisters in Singapore to initiate and assist other local Fraternities, with a view to forming a Regional Fraternity of Singapore. The Regional Fraternity that actually eventuated in 1991 was the officially constituted one of Singapore-Sabah, not of Singapore by itself.


From my earliest years in Singapore, I shared my vision of a National Fraternity of Singapore-Malaysia even before Sabah developed out of their one local Fraternity. I am delighted to witness the recognition of the emerging National Fraternity of Malaysia-Singapore. I thank Janet and the OFS of Singapore for your most generous invitation to observe your first Elective Chapter as an emerging Regional Fraternity in the emerging National Fraternity of Malaysia-Singapore, and to celebrate the closing Eucharist with you.


Janet suggested that I say something about spirituality amid structure. Janet wrote, “In the past years we have been besieged by the structure.... So much energy was spent on this.” I sense a lot of frustration and pain in Janet’s honest comment.

I think that I should first say a few words about spirituality. It’s a buzz word these days and is often spoken about in opposition to structure and institutions. “Let’s get out from under structures!” is the catchcry. “The spirit must be free and not be tied down by structures.” So, what do structures have to do with spirituality?


First of all, what do I mean by spirituality? My spirituality is the way in which I relate to all that is: the world of the spirit and the material world. In the world of the spirit I include, above all, God. 

Belief is an essential component of spirituality. Belief and experience condition our understanding. I understand that in a living human being, eternal spirit is embodied in temporal matter. I understand also that every reasoning human being develops spirituality even if he is an atheist. 


If a person does not believe in God, he relates to everything as though God does not exist. He has an atheistic worldview. His spirituality is atheistic and is very different from mine. He believes that God does not exist. I believe that God exists. I relate to everything with a God-centred worldview. My spirituality is theistic. 

While we are alive, we are not only spiritual beings, as the angels are, but our spirit lives in the structure of our body. Consequently, our spiritual life and spirituality function in a very complicated structure, namely, our body. While we are alive on earth, our spirit can’t get out from being tied down by our body. If we ignore our body or don’t take care of it, not only our body will be ill but also our spirit will be sick. Our spirituality will be disembodied and delusional.

Furthermore, our spirit creates the most suitable structures that it needs to express itself. We also discard structures that no longer serve our spiritual needs. But our spirituality is unreal if we try to live without structures or reject structures on principle. Some people will have nothing to do with institutions, saying that these structured bodies bind the freedom of their spirit. Their spirituality is individualistic and consequently unbalanced. Spirituality thrives in relationships and in community.

I would like to apply these very basic considerations to you as Secular Franciscans. In addition to your life as a human being and your spirit’s need to create structures that best express itself, you are living as laity in the Catholic Church and you have adopted a specific Franciscan way of life. Your spirit needs to express itself in structures that foster human, Christian and lay Franciscan spirituality.
1. As human beings, we cannot live without food, clothing, and shelter. Without them, we could not live at all, let alone live a spiritual life. We would die of hunger and exposure.


All these essential needs are provided by structures that we can’t do without – farms, factories, and accommodation. Our spirituality is expressed by how we relate to these essential structures. If we turn them into unnecessary wants - an excessive consumption of food, inordinate buying of clothes, unaffordable accommodation - then our spirituality will be badly affected by consumerism and materialism. But if we use the essential structures with moderation, both body and spirit will be healthy.
2. As laity in the Catholic Church, you are embedded in a worldwide structure and institution. 

Your lay spirituality needs to express itself in a variety of structures. Pope Paul VI, in Evangelii nuntiandi, 1975, identified these structures for you and gave them a priority. Your first priority is the structure of your family, the one founded by your parents and by yourself if you are married. Next is the structure of your workplace where you make a living and relate to other workers. Third is the structure of civil society that requires every citizen’s contribution of service to it. Fourth is the structure of the church society, your parish and its school and your diocese, to which you are expected to contribute as Catholic laymen and women, both spiritually and materially.

Not only Catholic laity, but no one can live without having been born into the structures of a family of some sort and civil society, and without making a living through work. Even the beggar can’t live outside of minimal structures. His spirituality is affected by his material situation and expresses his response to it, either negatively or positively. Some beggars became great saints, for example, St Francis.

So far, I’ve briefly outlined the structures that are involved in our lives as human beings and in your lives as laity in the Catholic Church. Your spiritual life cannot express itself healthily unless you live in these structures and pay attention to them. A lay spirituality that does not take these structures into account and attempts to live in a spiritual world above these structures is a delusion. 

The point that I have been making is that structures are not undesirable things that should generally be avoided as much as possible.  But when a structure has become out of date and no longer helps us to express our spirituality then it needs to be dropped. We may need to replace it in an appropriate way with a suitable structure or we may not need to replace it at all.
3. As Secular Franciscans, you have chosen to belong to a worldwide structure and institution within the Catholic Church.


We’ve seen the need for your spirituality to express itself in the essential structures of human life and Catholic lay life. Now let’s consider the structures that Secular Franciscans have developed and in which your spirituality needs to express itself if it is to be really secular and Franciscan.

I said at the beginning what I mean by spirituality. I would be interested to know what you as Secular Franciscans mean by spirituality. I’ve picked up over the years what some Franciscan Tertiaries before 1978 and some Secular Franciscans after 1978 have understood by spirituality.


Spirituality for Franciscan Tertiaries was often expressed among other things in hearing the Spiritual Director’s sermons and talks and reading about St Francis and the lives of Franciscan Saints, especially St Anthony and possibly St Clare. The Rosary and the Franciscan Crown of Seven Joys nourished their spirituality, as did a variety of prayers, especially the Peace Prayer of St Francis. All of this is highly commendable to all Secular Franciscans. They are structured devotions that Secular Franciscan spirituality is expressed in. But there is much more to Secular Franciscan spirituality than that.

In 1978, after the Second Vatican Council, Pope Paul VI promulgated an updated Rule for the Franciscan Third Order Secular. This Rule was the final product of over ten years of labour by the Tertiaries themselves. The local Fraternities throughout the world were asked to outline their own way of life in the form of a Rule to live by. All the results were sent to the four General Assistants in Rome, who coordinated that huge amount of material with the help of some leading Tertiaries and experts. The resulting text was submitted to Pope Paul VI, who made only two contributions, but there were important. He changed the name of the Franciscan Third Order Secular to the Secular Franciscan Order and he prefaced the text of the new Rule with St Francis’s Letter to the Faithful.

Pope Paul VI’s Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order replaced Pope Leo XIII’s Rule of the Franciscan Third Order Secular. The structure of 1978 replaced the structure of 1883, which the universal Church no longer accepted as suitable for the life of 20th Century Franciscans. In addition to the local Fraternity, the Fraternities were structured into regional and national fraternities and the international fraternity.  The spirituality of the members was greatly affected. They belonged not only to individual local Fraternities but also to a regional fraternity within a national fraternity and the international fraternity. These structures were initiated by the Franciscan Tertiaries.

Their Franciscan spirit created the structures that they needed to express themselves as a universal Secular Franciscan Order. The essential structures after their Rule of life were to be their renewed General Constitutions and a new Ritual. Work on the new General Constitutions that were to replace those of 1957 began soon after 1978 because the principles of the new Rule had to be filled out in practical applications to the life of the entire Order. Also, a new Ritual had to be prepared in conformity with the renewal of the liturgy by the Second Vatican Council.

The procedure for writing the General Constitutions and the Ritual was the same as that followed in the writing of the Rule. The worldwide local Fraternities were asked to send their suggestions to Rome, where they were coordinated. This procedure took many years. The Ritual was approved and published in 1984. The General Constitutions were finalised and published in the year 2000.

But notice that all three essential structures resulted from the hard labour of love of the lay Franciscans assisted by the friar Spiritual Assistants and various experts. The structures in which the Secular Franciscan spirituality was best expressed were not imposed from above but grew out of the needs that the laity felt for expressing their secular Franciscan spirituality.

Janet wrote to me that “Structures are meant to help us live our charism better and more fully.” She pointed out that “the next three years will have us looking at a different structure. So how do we NOT lose our spirit in all this?” she asked. I sense Janet’s concern for you all. Are you going to be “besieged by the structure” again? Is your Secular Franciscan spirituality going to be crushed under the weight of new structures?


No doubt, each and every one of you will need to spend energy – bodily and spiritual – in your efforts to build the most suitable structures for expressing your spirituality as a Regional Fraternity of Singapore when you are constituted by the emerging National Fraternity of Malaysia-Singapore together with the Regional Fraternities of East and West Malaysia.

Building and belonging to a National Fraternity of the Secular Franciscan Order will enable you to live your charism better and more fully. Your spirituality will be nurtured by the energy that you will have to spend to express it in the structures of the regional and national fraternity.

Pope John Paul II encouraged the Secular Franciscans in 1982 to “Learn, Love and Live the Rule”. In 2002, the same Pope encouraged them to “Learn, Love and Live the General Constitutions”. In this way, the Pope recommended the essential structures in which you can best express your Secular Franciscan spirituality.

I shall leave a copy of each document with you, but they can be downloaded from “Find a Topic” on my website. I shall leave with you also a sample draft of National Statutes and one of Regional Statutes to give you an idea of what can be included in these documents.

May St Francis and St Clare and all the Franciscan Saints intercede for you with the Risen Lord so that you will be strengthened and blessed with abundant energy to express your Franciscan spirituality in the structures of the Regional Fraternity and the National Fraternity.
5

