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UNIT FOUR: FRANCISCAN SPIRITUALITY


In part two of this unit, we consider our commitment to our Franciscan life through discipleship and profession of vows or promises. Some notes on Discernment of our commitment are also added for both the formator and the student to consider.

PART TWO: FRANCISCAN COMMITMENT
Introduction to this section
CHAPTER ONE: FRANCISCAN CONSECRATED LIFE
Introduction: What is “consecrated life”?
1. Religious Life is a complete surrender to Christ




- Seeking Gospel values
2. Our Covenant with Christ: Profession of Vows;





1) On the part of the Church

2) On the part of the Franciscan Order






- The Profession Formula as:

      
 a) it expresses my relationship with God

     
 b) it expresses my life of brotherhood/ sisterhood


 c) it expresses my relationship with the world

       d) a dynamic process

Some Questions for Discussion

Activity
Reflection: For Whom do you walk?

CHAPTER TWO: FRANCISCAN POVERTY


Franciscan Poverty & Discussion ideas

Introduction: The Vowed Life
1 - What is Franciscan Poverty?



1) The Form of Poverty followed by St Francis



2) Francis’ model: The Poverty of Christ



3) The Ideal presented in legal terms








a) What does “sine proprio” mean?






b) Living “as the poor”









c) Kinds of poverty









d) Flexibility in our understanding of poverty





e) Our “Option for the Poor”








   - Some Discussion Questions









4) Clare of Assisi & Poverty









5) Poverty in the Bible










- The Poor: the privileged of God




- Mistrust re riches and possessions




- Possessions are for sharing



6) How must a Franciscan live poverty today?




Reflection: “Without anything of our own”






Discussion Questions


2 – Humility – A Central Element of Franciscan Life



1) The poor and humble Francis



2) How should we understand the term “humility”?



3) How did Francis come to understand “humility”?





- Reflection on Francis’ Praises of the Virtues




- Discussion Questions








Concluding remarks









A Story to think about: Bl. Mother Teresa of Calcutta




Exercise

CHAPTER THREE: FRANCISCAN OBEDIENCE

Introduction
1. Starting Point: Sequela Christi
2. To Live in Obedience

a) Obedience that satisfies God.
b) Relationship between Obedience & Poverty

c) How interpret Franciscan Obedience today?
3. Obedience and Reverence for the Church
4. Obedience to all Creatures

CHAPTER FOUR: FRANCISCAN CELIBACY

Introduction
1. What is the meaning of “celibacy”?






- Traditional view








- Recent view
2. Some Positive Ideas on Celibacy







a) Celibacy is a response to love;

       
b) Celibacy is at the heart of religious chastity;

     
c) Celibacy is embracing God whole-heartedly;

      
d) Some notes on Building Community

CHAPTER FIVE: FRANCISCAN DISCERNMENT
           Introduction: What is Discernment all about?
1. What is Discernment?
2. What is Motivation?
      







1) Desire, the “motor” or discernment




     



Exercise







2) Reflecting on Motivation
3. Accompaniment









1) What is Accompaniment?







2) Forming a deep relationship






3) Attentive listening








4) What should accompaniment deal with?


Conclusion

Review of Part 2 of Unit Four

UNIT FOUR: FRANCISCAN SPIRITUALITY

PART TWO: FRANCISCAN COMMITMENT

Introduction



Part Two of this Unit deals with the content of the Franciscan Charism and one’s commitment to it. Our way of life, in following Francis and Clare, is an on-going, developing process that will continue for the whole of our lives. “It cannot be any other way. If the very purpose of consecrated life is conformity to the Lord Jesus in his total self-giving…a gradual identification with the attitude of Christ towards the Father…such a path (the formation process) must endure for a lifetime and involve the whole person, heart, mind and strength.”


In looking at commitment, we attempt here to discover what Francis thought in his day and what still applies today. Francis based his thinking, to a large extent, on what he read and heard in the Gospels. In following the footsteps of Christ, he gathered the principles that would shape his ideal. Perhaps by following the same path we may discover the deeper meaning of being a follower of Christ and Francis, his perfect disciple.

  CHAPTER ONE

FRANCISCAN CONSECRATED LIFE

INTRODUCTION:   WHAT IS “CONSECRATED LIFE”?


The term “consecrated life” is a term that covers all forms of religious life, clerical of lay, as well as lay institutes or associations. “Religious Life” is a species of consecrated life and is the term used for those who take public vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. 


In this section, I would like to concentrate on those Franciscans who take public vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, that is, Franciscan Religious Life.


Consecration is the basis of religious life. By insisting on this, the Church places the first emphasis on the initiative of God and on the transforming relation to him which religious life involves. Consecration is a divine action. God calls a person whom he sets apart for a particular dedication to himself. At the same time, he offers the grace to respond so that consecration is expressed on the human side by a profound and free self-surrender. The resulting relationship is a pure gift. It is a covenant of mutual love and fidelity, of communion and mission, established for God’s glory and the joy of the person consecrated, and for the salvation of the world.


Religious Life is the consecration of the whole person. It is a sign to the whole Church of a wonderful marriage brought about by God, a sign of the future age. In this way, religious bring to perfection their full gift as a sacrifice offered to God by which their whole existence becomes a continuous worship of God in love.


Religious life is “a life consecrated by profession of the evangelical counsels” or the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. It is also a stable form of living by which the faithful, following Christ more closely under the action of the Holy Spirit, are totally dedicated to God who is loved more than anything else. By this dedication to honour God, a religious helps to build up the Church and lead to the salvation of the world. Religious strive for the perfection of charity in service to the kingdom of God and so become an outstanding sign in the Church and foretell heavenly glory.


What is all this saying? Let me sum up the main ideas which we shall examine:
1. Religious life is part of consecrated life where, at God’s invitation, a person freely and  completely surrenders himself or herself to God in order to follow Christ.
2. This response creates a relationship with Christ, a covenant or marriage with Christ. This covenant is made and sealed by one’s freely and publicly professing the three evangelical counsels. This consecration is the basis of our religious life.

Let us discuss each one of these statements in turn:

1. RELIGIOUS LIFE IS A COMPLETE SURRENDER TO CHRIST

Christian discipleship entails a surrender of everything for Christ. But it is not simply a leaving everything to follow Christ. It is also an attachment to Christ who becomes central to our lives just as he was for Francis and Clare. We say that Franciscan spirituality is Christo-centric, that is, it is centred on Christ.


“There is no one who does not know the decisive importance which Jesus Christ had not only on the process of Francis’ initial conversion but also in his entire life. It would be enough to think of his experience on Mt La Verna
 as the climax and synthesis of his admirable devotion to Jesus Christ…so that “to follow Jesus Christ more closely” should be one of the basic elements of our form of life…”.
 This idea is central to Franciscan spirituality.

Seeking Gospel Values:

This surrendering to Christ also means we follow and listen to him as our Leader and Guide. In following his example, we seek God’s will in all that we do and submit ourselves to God’s will especially at times when our way of life is challenged. In this, we live the prophetical side of religious life. We follow values that go against the trend of the time and stand up for God and his values. This is reflected in the vows we take at profession. We can also see this in the life of St Francis:

a) In the 13th century, seeking after glory was common. We can see it in the Crusades that the West was waging against the Middle East in savage armed battles. Francis was led on, at first, by this same search when he dreamt of the ancient heroes and what they did in their day. So, when he had the opportunity to carry out these deeds himself, he joined the army against Perugia which, as we know, ended in disaster.















Later, after his conversion, Francis realized his error. Instead of seeking after glory, he sought for minority – This was not a matter of a life of asceticism, but rather an awareness of one’s finiteness and of being the least of all creatures. Francis realized his own limits before the greatness of God. He wanted to teach us a new perspective about ourselves, as Francis said, “What a person is before God, that he is and no more,” and again in coming face to face with others, “Blessed is that servant who does not consider himself any better when he is praised and exalted by people…”













b) Seeking riches as a primary aim in life was common in the time of Francis as it is today. Francis himself was involved in the world of commerce through his father’s business. Money was an instrument of power and this was Francis’ father’s aim for his son, Francis: to be powerful and be of importance in Assisi.














Francis’ youth in Assisi was marked by commerce. It was said that “at 14 years he became ‘of age’ and entered into commerce, able to conclude deals in the name of his father, to buy oriental materials in Foligno and in other markets, or to sell it over the counter. Francis was very capable and had an easy hand with money. His father was satisfied because in acting in that way others would see what the Bernadone’s had and were.”
 Besides, belonging to the class of minores, it could be that his father, or Francis himself with is business ability, could become rich and join the ‘powerful, important and the successful’ “




















Francis’ response to this, after his conversion, was to substitute for the search for riches: he placed poverty as his priority. “No one had, in the history of the West or in that of medieval times, ever insisted on poverty with so much force as Francis. Poverty is a sign of interior security and of abandonment to \God. All things considered, the less that someone puts one’s faith in one’s capability, the greater will be one’s ability for detachment from material things. Poverty lived by Francis was not primarily a privation of things, but an attitude that was born from one’s relationship with God, between two persons who love each other. Poverty is born from God, from his complete giving of Himself to us. Only when we experience this co-joining of love between the Father and ourselves, will our life change and our relationship with the material world will be radically transformed. Objects, things, our needs, our own ‘possessions’, while remaining important, will assume a different dimension, insofar as now, in our estimation, they become relative. Therefore, poverty for the Poverello is not privation but integration, liberation and revelation of true liberty.”

c) Seeking after Learning. At the time of Francis there were flourishing universities, like that of Padua which was founded during Francis’ lifetime. The Church had encouraged learning which could be represented by the great cathedral schools of the time. Francis himself had the privilege of going to school at San Giorgio. His ambitious father made sure of that. In this, Francis was different from many of those around him who remained illiterate. Francis was intelligent and capable. He could have achieved much in the world of his time, but this is not something he boasted about.















Francis, again after his ‘leaving the world’ of business and seeking worldly ideals, spoke of himself as “idiota” which does not mean “stupid” but “unlearned”. Francis expressed a healthy prudence regarding learning (culture). Francis did not despise learning, but he recognized the danger that learning could become an obstacle in one’s relationship with God and with others. This is confirmed by his letter to Br Anthony (of Padua): “I am pleased that you teach sacred theology to the brothers provided that, as is contained in the Rule, you ‘do not extinguish the spirit of prayer and devotion’ during study of this kind.” Or see other texts in the admonitions
 where this same wisdom of Francis emerges. Rather than despising learning, we can distinguish in these writings a question of priorities and values which the friar is called to safeguard.”

2. OUR COVENANT WITH CHRIST: PROFESSION OF VOWS
1) On the part of the Church:


Religious Profession in the Church’s teaching states:

 By religious profession,

a) members assume by public vow the observance of the three evangelical counsels,

b) are consecrated to God through the ministry of the Church,

c) and are incorporated into the institute

d) with rights and duties defined by law.


In the act of religious profession, which is an act of the Church, through the authority of the one who receives the vows, the action of God and the response of the person are brought together. This act incorporates one into a religious institute. The members there “live a life in common as brothers or sisters” and the institute assures them the help of “a stable and more solidly based way of Christian life.


The fact that religious belong to an institute causes them to give to Christ and to the Church a public witness of separation with regard to “the spirit of the world” (1 Cor 2:12) and to the behaviour which it involves, and at the same time, of a presence to the world in keeping with the “wisdom of God” (1 Cor 2:7).


Pope John Paul II explains religious consecration in this way:

“Religious Profession creates a new bond between the person and the One and Triune God, in Jesus Christ. This bond develops on the foundation of the original bond that is contained in the sacrament of Baptism. Religious Profession ‘is deeply rooted in baptismal consecration and is a fuller expression of it.’

2) On the part of the Franciscan Order
                       





 Articles 5 & 6 of our General Constitutions (O.F.M.) stress that by our profession of vows we are “consecrated wholly to God” – as we mentioned earlier. All Christians are truly consecrated by baptism but living out the baptismal consecration admits of degrees of radicality: religious profession: “is grounded in the baptismal consecration and expresses it more fully” (PC 5). Article 5 uses the rich biblical concept of covenant to describe this consecration.
               Professing the Rule and life of the Friars Minor, which for Francis was equivalent to ‘being received to obedience’ (Rb 2:11), the Friar delivers himself totally to God, offering Him all his existence in a covenant with him (cf. GG. CC. 5:1). This consecration, which is carried out concretely by means of the vows, is a dynamic process that is always expressed in new ways in the ordinary situations of life.


The idea of “covenant” comes from the Bible. In the Old Testament, we read about Moses meeting with God. God chose his people and made an agreement or covenant with them that if they followed his laws, then God would stand by them and hold them as his own. 
       
Jesus again made a new covenant at the Last Supper when he gave us himself in Eucharist. This total sacrifice of himself was the model that we must strive to imitate. It is important to note that “covenant” does not simply mean “contract” or “agreement”. It entails the forming of a relationship which is God’s initiative out of love for us. God wanted to bind us with Himself in a loving relationship not only with Him but with each other. That is why the initiating of the Covenant in Exodus 24 was so solemn.


                Profession is a covenant or agreement that demands discovering and carrying out the will of the Father: “Renouncing themselves, [the Friars] subject their own will to the legitimate Ministers and Guardians in all things that they promised the Lord to observe (Rb 10:3), and thus to reach their own personal maturity and achieve in greater fullness the freedom of the children of God.”

The Service of Authority
                From this covenant with God there also derives the commitment to live fraternal relationships in trust. In a single, existential act, profession makes the whole life of the Friars Minor a total and definitive offering to the Lord and to the brothers. This is the correct perspective that, at the same time, throws light upon the service of authority and the promise of obedience of the brother. 

We enter a religious community to follow Jesus “together,” as persons who live the same evangelical and charismatic project in fraternal communion. We must leave behind the category of superior-subject, dependence-independence in order to love towards the dimension of mutuality (working together), interdependence (depending on each other) and co-responsibility (sharing responsibility with each other), that creates and strengthens true communion. This means recovering the Gospel concept of authority and obedience. Jesus who exercises his “power,” does not impose and does not submit, but liberates and make alive. Authority lives in the Fraternity; it is for the Fraternity, and animates the Fraternity, starting from values and in view of fulfilling the common evangelical project of life. 

It is in the direction of this type of authority/obedience that our Order must grow, so that the exercise of authority may guarantee and support our Fraternities-in-mission.


Authority and obedience, after all, mean placing ourselves responsibly at the service of a cause, of values in view of the Kingdom; to say “yes” to what we are called to be according to God’s plan for each of us; to give ourselves to God by means of human mediations that are chosen and accepted freely and constructively (cf. Adm 3). The forma vitae remains the horizon toward which we must look and against which all must measure themselves, Ministers, and simple Friars.

3. The Profession Formula

Let us look briefly at the formula
 used for profession of vows:

To the Praise and Glory of the most holy Trinity!


I, Brother. N.

            Since the Lord inspired me

         to follow more closely the Gospel

and footprints of our Lord Jesus Christ.

         Before the brothers here present and

         in your hands, Brother N. N.,


with firm faith and will:

vow to God, the Holy and Almighty Father, 

         to live all the days of my life [or ‘for…year/s]

in obedience, without anything of my own and in chastity

and, at the same time, I profess

   the life and Rule of the Friars Minor,

       confirmed by Pope Honorius

and promise to observe it faithfully

in accordance with the Constitutions of the Order of Friars Minor.

Therefore, I give myself to this fraternity with all my heart

so that the efficacious action of the Holy Spirit,

guided by the example of Mary Immaculate,

through the intercession of our Father St Francis

and all the Saints,

and supported by your fraternal help,

I can constantly strive for perfect charity

in the service of God, of the Church and of mankind.


Let us note four things about this profession formula:
a) Profession is a manifestation of my relationship with God

We mentioned this above but let us consider a few more ideas. By our profession, we surrender ourselves to God as an offering in sacrifice in a covenant. This consecration of one’s life to God is realized concretely through the observance of the vows. 

b) Profession is a manifestation of my life of Brotherhood/ Sisterhood

This covenant with God leads, according to the spirit of St Francis, to the brother/sisterhood of the brothers/sisters. Thus, life according to the vows, is modelled concretely on conformity to the Rule of St Francis, to the General Constitutions and to the other prescriptions of the legislation proper to the Order. For this reason, the fulfilment of the vows is shown in my insertion into the brotherhood. Obedience is observed in my relationship with the Ministers and Guardians, especially with the General Minister, but also in the mutual service of the brothers to one another.


Similarly, the fulfilment of poverty, through a life given to work and simple living, must express itself in brotherly living. Finally, a brotherly love lived in the Brotherhood provides a help and incentive to guarding more securely the life in chastity.

c. Profession is a manifestation of my relationship with the World

Profession of the vows determine not only my personal life and my relationship with the Sisterhood/Brotherhood, but they also have a public character, and qualify my relationship with the world. Through the power of the vow of obedience I no longer let myself be ruled or induced by the world but see it in the light of the will of God.


By way of the vow of poverty, I am protected from being ruled and controlled by the possession of material goods. Even more, poverty puts the brother minor in a privileged relationship with the poor and the weak ones of this world. Consequently, his position and outlook in this world changes.

Through the vow of chastity, the brother is able to become a visible sign of the future life and is brought to exercise a necessary devout humility towards and with all creatures, which expresses the glory of God.
d) Profession is a Dynamic Process

As we can gather from what has been said, the profession of the vows is not a single static act carried out for one day but a dynamic process which is continually being actualized anew, in and according to the concrete situations of life.
 

It is important to understand that the profession of vows is the culmination, a moment of decision, or the last step in a whole process that will last until we die. That is why it is essential that we understand the meaning and binding force of Franciscan Poverty, Obedience and Chastity.

SOME QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
· What do you understand by the term “consecrated life”?
· What is the relationship between “consecrated life” and “religious life”?
· How would explain simply our “complete surrender to Christ”?
· What values did Francis and Clare find that went against some of the values of his time, namely, seeking after glory, seeking riches and longing for learning? Explain each of these.
· How would you describe our profession of religious vows?
· “If you keep one of the vows perfectly, you will keep them all.” Would you agree with this statement? How would you explain this?

SOMETHING TO DO:

As a help to understand the theology of the Profession Formula, write out the formula as it applies to you. That is, leave out the words that don’t apply to your situation. Then take the phrases which you think are the most important and write them down; then comment on them by writing out your ideas and their meaning for you.

You should spend some time reflecting on this formula before you write down your ideas. Discuss your final work with others.

REFLECTION:

Here is a story that you may like to reflect on:





FOR  WHOM DO YOU WALK?

In a village in Russia in the last century, the rich people protected their property by hiring people who would watch over it during the night.  One evening Rabbi Naftalis was walking at the edge of one of these properties and he ran into one of the watchmen who was making his rounds.  The Rabbi asked him, “For whom are you walking, young man?”  The watchman told him the name of the owner, but he added, “And you, Rabbi, for whom are you walking?”  The word hit the Rabbi like a flying arrow.  After a long silence with some effort he replied, “At the moment I am not walking for anyone.”  Then the Rabbi asked, “Are you willing to become my servant?”  “Of course, with pleasure,” the watchman replied, “but what will I have to do?”  The Rabbi answered, “You will have to remind me for whom am I supposed to walk.”










Chassidic Tradition

· For whom do you walk?
·  In whose service are you living?
· What difference does his presence make to me?
· Why do I do what I do?








           CHAPTER TWO

FRANCISCAN POVERTY

A Note on the Vowed Life


Let us be clear about one thing right from the beginning. In the teaching of the Church, the vows are very important in describing religious life as a way of institutionalizing a way of life. But we need to look more closely at our understanding of the vows. 


Vows, as we know them, can be traced back to the 13th century. They were unknown before that time. However, it is important to realize that the vows constitute only a part of what “Gospel following” implies. We must have vows just as we must have the law, but one who keeps just this side of the law is hardly regarded as the ideal citizen. In other words, we cannot equate observance of the vows with religious life. Religious life must include far more if we are to understand “following Christ” in the right way.


Another thing we should remember is that we can’t think in terms of “counsels” and “precepts” as if we religious follow the counsels while others followed the precepts. Such commands as: Do not judge; forgive those who hate you; deny yourself; take up your cross daily and follow me….” All of these apply equally to everyone and not just a few. We cannot consider these defining a particular way of life that is special. Scripture, in fact, does not define the vows as we know them today.


What can we find in Scripture? We must look for a “form of life” which is different from the “ordinary” Christian and that evidently includes the mandate “Follow me.” This is what we can find in the New Testament and in the practice (praxis) of the Early Church.


What we are really looking for when we speak of religious life are the qualities of close, intimate discipleship in the New Testament. “Religious life” – strictly speaking – is as old as the Christian vocation itself. In fact, religious life coincides with the beginning of the Church.


We know that the word “Gospel” does not simply stand for the contents of the four books of the New Testament and the letters of St Paul, but “for the whole dynamic of the entering into our world of the mercy of God and his healing.” That is the Good News: the fact that God’s mercy is now present and active in Jesus, and later in those generations whom he calls to his side. It is a present reality today in us. The Kingdom of God is that present reality. It makes demands on all of us. Religious life rises out of the call for a radical gift of self that exists in the experience of faith in Jesus. It reflects a particular understanding of the Christ event. We follow St Francis of Assisi and his understanding of the Gospel.


In our study of the vows, we are seeking to discover how best to live a “Gospel life” according to the mind of St Francis of Assisi.

Introduction to our topic: Franciscan Poverty

Perhaps one of the most disputed areas in Franciscan Spirituality is the practice of Franciscan Poverty right from the days of St Francis himself. The history of the First Order reveals this as a very sensitive issue which needs our deep consideration. 

The problem lies in the interpretation of the Rule and the Testament of St Francis: Whether both are of equal value or not? Whether both must be observed to the letter to the same extent or not? What exactly did Francis believe about how his friars should live? We will see that he himself had to change his ideas as time went on and as the Order developed. If the early centuries did not resolve this problem, it is unlikely that we will either. However, we have learnt a lot more about Scripture and interpretation in the last 50 years, so perhaps it may have a solution that can sit happily with everyone and so be accepted? That remains a question.


The principle is true: “Neither poverty nor riches in themselves are evil, but it depends on our intention.” However, the theology of the Fathers of the Church tells us that poverty in itself, more than riches, disposes us and gives us the right attitude towards the Kingdom of God.

Discussion Ideas

Note: These questions are meant only as “starters” to get you thinking more about this topic of Poverty. Hopefully, you should be able to have some good ideas by the end of this section.
· Can you think of any situations where poverty could cause a problem in the community?
· What do you understand by the statement that poverty is relative?
· In what ways can you see poverty as evil?
· How do you think poverty can help us have the “right dispositions” towards the Kingdom of God?
· How do you see Franciscan poverty as different in our Order/Congregation to other religious Orders/Congregations?

1. WHAT IS FRANCISCAN POVERTY?

1)  The Form of Poverty followed by St Francis



Whoever thinks of Francis thinks spontaneously of his love of poverty. Francis was certainly not the first enthusiast over poverty in the times when he lived. Before Francis one meets a vast number of “poverty movements” with a variety of groups throughout Europe. Many of these were heretical in character e.g., the Poor of Christ of Robert of Arbrussel, and the other groups of itinerant preachers: the Cathars, the Humiliati, the Waldensians, the Poor Catholics and the Poor Reconciled, just to mention some of them. But it was not these poverty movements that drove Francis to make his profession of poverty.

Poverty in the ‘Sacrum Commercium’


It is significant that one of the oldest writing about Francis bore the title “Sacrum Commercium” or “Holy Agreement of St Francis with Lady Poverty”. The Sacrum Commercium
 (The Holy Agreement…) gives us the real reason why Francis loved poverty. There it describes poverty: Francis began to question himself about poverty. In symbolic language it describes an incident:

“Brother Francis, therefore, leaving the city, went quickly to a certain field, where he saw in the distance two elderly men sitting stunned and faint. One of them said: ‘But this is the one to whom I will look, to the humble and contrite in spirit, who trembles at my word. And the other said: ‘We brought nothing into the word, so that we can take nothing out of it; but if we have food and clothing, we will be content with these.’ 


With these words, the two old men represent the prophet Isaiah and the apostle, Paul: representing symbolically the Old and New Testaments. Francis questions both of them about the way of poverty.
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 This means that the word of the Lord in Scripture, which Francis gathered with good will, is the true reason the Saint decided definitely to seek poverty. This is confirmed historically through the account of Thomas of Celano in his First Life of Francis
 and in the Legend of the Three Companions
. According to the latter version, Francis listened to the reading of Matthew on the feast of St Matthias, 25th February 1209 in the Porziuncola chapel.  Jesus spoke to his apostles in the Gospel when he sent them out to preach and told them that they were not to carry gold or silver or a traveller’s bag, nor a walking stick, nor bread, nor shoes, nor an extra tunic (Mt 10:7 – 19). After having the text explained to him by the priest, Francis was filled with indescribable joy and exclaimed, “This is what I want with all my heart!”

2)  Francis’ Model: The Poverty of Jesus Christ


Note that the Sacrum Commercium is amongst the oldest writings on St Francis, and that it deals with the theology of Franciscan poverty from the point of view of history, independent of scholastic interpretations which came later. The basic meaning of Franciscan poverty is this: Holy poverty emerges above all the other virtues and is, at the same time, their foundation because the Son of God, the Lord of the virtues, is King of Glory bringing salvation upon the earth. He went in search of poverty and found her and loved her very much. Christ is not only the Messiah of the Poor, but he himself is truly poor, desirous of finding her and making her his own.


The author of Sacrum Commercium has Lady Poverty say, “When he (Christ) had done all that you have just heard and wanted to return to his Father who had sent him, he made a testament about me for his faithful elect and he confirmed it with an unbreakable assurance when he said: Take no gold, or silver, or copper in your belts, no bag for your journey, or two tunics, or sandals or a staff. And if anyone wants to sue you and take your coat, give your cloak as well; and if anyone forces you to go one mile, go also the second mile. Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth or rust consume and where thieves break in and steal. Therefore, do not worry saying, what shall we eat, or what shall we drink, or what shall we wear? So do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring worries of its own. Today’s trouble is enough for today; therefore, none of you can become my disciple if you do not give up all your possessions. And there are other things in the same book.”
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What is expressed here in these words of the Sacrum Commercium is of utmost importance for us to understand Franciscan poverty. Poverty is not primarily an ascetic exercise. It is a consequence of our union with Christ, such that it is based on our baptism, if we take Paul’s letter the Philippians seriously: “The attitude you should have is the one that Christ Jesus had: He always had the nature of God, but he did not think that by force he should try to become equal with God. Instead of this, of his own free will he gave up all he had and took the nature of a servant. He became like man and appeared in human likeness. He was humble and walked the path of obedience all the way to death – his death on the cross.”


Therefore, whoever fully controls himself in his thoughts according to the mind of Christ, and who professes poverty, following the words and example of Jesus Christ, takes seriously the new contract that Christ established among us. Through this contract he is made a participant in the Kingdom of God. This is what Jesus promised repeatedly in the Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, because theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” (Mt 5:3)


This sense of poverty Francis indicated explicitly in the later Rule. He introduced the chapter saying that the brothers must “serve the Lord in poverty and humility in this world” and not to be ashamed of their poverty, “because the Lord made himself poor for us in this world.” And he continues, “This is the summit of highest poverty which has established you, my most beloved brothers, as heirs and kings of the kingdom of heaven; it has made you poor in the things (of this world) but exalted you in virtue. Let this be your portion which leads into the land of the living. Dedicating yourselves totally to this, my most beloved brothers, do not wish to have anything else forever under heaven for the sake of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
 It is clear that Francis felt himself called to poverty from the poverty of Jesus Christ.


Francis often spoke of poverty, but he always thought about it in a concrete way, personally and directly. He had precise ideas about the poverty of Christ which he did not always express explicitly. The concept would be clear to those who genuinely followed Christ and so he would never call his brothers attention to poverty in a theoretical way but always in a personal encounter with Christ. One point he stressed was that Jesus, like his mother and the apostles, had lived by begging.

2. THE IDEAL PRESENTED IN LEGAL TERMS

According to the General Constitutions OFM. concerning the vow of poverty, it says:

“By this vow, friars minor follow Jesus Christ ‘who made himself poor for us in this world’. They renounce the right to use and dispose of material goods without permission of their Minister or Guardian. They also renounce the right of ownership. Christ is the Model and his Mother – ‘Go, sell and give away…’. Friars should be poor materially and spiritually and lead an industrious and sober life; rejoice when they live among people of little worth, despised, poor and powerless, sick and lepers, beggars by the wayside. GG.CC art. 8

a) What does “Living with nothing of our own” mean?

Our Rule and life follow the footsteps of Jesus Christ since he made himself poor for us and so we serve in poverty and humility, living as “pilgrims and strangers” in the world. Living poverty has a social as well as a spiritual dimension. Poverty can mean “refusing certain structures. Francis established his standard of poverty from the Gospel. His concept was that we live “sine proprio”, that is, with nothing of our own in opposition to the common practice of monasteries in his time who had landed properties. Francis wanted no property at all, following the example of Christ. He soon realized that he had to make certain adaptations to his interpretation of the Gospel. Even while Francis was still alive, the friars had to accept places for friars to live.

 An example

When I was at a bush station in Papua New Guinea, I talked to the Secular Franciscans about how to understand and interpret their promise of poverty, chastity, and obedience. One member of the Order said, “We are poor, so this promise has no meaning for us!” It rather surprised me to hear this. How would you answer him? I think his remark brings out the fact that poverty needs to be understood properly. There is such a thing as material (external) poverty and spiritual (internal) poverty. We must observe both of them. However, we must keep in mind that we are living in the present and we need to be realistic about our situation today.


Some people think that they can enjoy many unnecessary luxuries in their lifestyle and still claim they have the “spirit of poverty” and are “poor,” despite the way they live. However, a poverty that is genuine must find expression in the way we live. This raises the question: “What is the relationship between internal and external poverty?”


If a person is really “poor” in the way he or she thinks, then this will automatically flow into the way a person lives. It will control what one owns and how we use what we have. To live luxuriously would mean that one does not really have a “spirit of poverty”. That is why St Francis insisted that those who came to the Order had to “sell everything they had and give the proceeds to the poor.” This was how Francis understood the Gospel passage in Matthew:

“If you wish to be perfect, go and sell all that you possess and give the money to the poor and you will become the owner of treasure in heaven. Then come back and follow me.”


According to this, the friars’ care for the poor, their love of the needy indicated their spirit of poverty. However, modern scholars would not agree with Francis’ interpretation of this Scripture passage. What Jesus is demanding of the rich young man was a total commitment of himself to Jesus, so that for that young man – and for him alone – Jesus demanded that he reject all his riches because they were impeding him from the full following of Christ. It was a condition that Jesus placed on that young man and not on everyone.
b) Living as the Poor

Francis advised his followers to be joyful when they found themselves living among the poor or people of little social important, or those despised by society. He added that being poor amongst the poor was not enough. They had to be active in helping these people amongst whom they lived. Only in this way could their spirit of poverty be judged. For example, if they went out to beg alms from good people to help lepers or those in need, people would know them, through their behaviour, as poor men helping the poor. 


Celano gives a story about St Francis that we could consider:


“Another time when he was coming back from Siena, he met a man, and the saint said to his companions: ‘Brother, we must give back to this poor man the mantle that is his. We accepted it on loan until we should happen to find someone poorer than we are.’ The companion, seeing the need of his pious father, stubbornly objected that he should not provide for someone else by neglecting himself. But the saint said to him, ‘I do not want to be a thief; we will be accused of theft if we do not give to someone in greater need.’ So, his companion gave in, and he gave up the mantle.”


We could consider, on the other hand, a person who lives poorly and has poor use of all that he or she has. The outside appearance must also be accompanied by an interior disposition, otherwise the way that person lives could be seen as hypocritical and false. A miser who hoards all that he can get does not have a “spirit of poverty” even though he lives poorly. The spirit that moves a person must be truly a spirit of the Gospel that leads to a closer union with God.


Rejecting the desire for power – from our name “Friars Minor” – obey one another. We are the Order of Little Brothers. This refers to our readiness to submit to all persons, to all creatures. We must present ourselves, both as a community and as individuals, as little ones, servants of whom no one is afraid because we seek only to serve, not to rule or impose ourselves especially for spiritual purposes. Such an attitude requires a child-like spirit, littleness and simplicity, optimism in relation to people and events. Accept insecurity and uncertainty about the future and accept that we are weak and vulnerable “worthless servants” (Lk 17:10).


Our permanent challenge is to serve the Lord in poverty and humility, to live as strangers, pilgrims, and living in social and spiritual poverty is our particular challenge.

We can live our poverty by refusing certain structures, completely abandoning ourselves to God with total dependence on Him, just as Francis did in his time. We should be free from fear i.e., by sharing what we have with our brothers. In the area of ecology, we learn to appreciate the beauty of nature e.g., Canticle of the Creatures. We can witness to this through our actions as well as in words.

c) Kinds of Poverty

Poverty is not an abstract idea that has an unchangeable meaning for all times and places. Like riches, poverty depends on social conditions. It is a relative value and must be measured in relation to the standard of living in the place where we find ourselves. Where there is a high standard of living, such as in Australia, the concept of “poverty” there could be regarded as “rich”, say, in Papua New Guinea or any other developing country where there is a lower standard of living.


Absolute poverty is where you do not have the essential even to stay alive. So, it is easy to understand that there are many varieties of poverty. Poverty need not be material, that is, things that I own, but could also be a lack of benefits which one has, such as not having work to earn a living, or the ability to do what must be done, a lack of freedom, lack of defence, even being in isolation, etc.


Justice and charity demand that we do all we can to eliminate concrete poverty. Above all, a Christian is bound to assist those in need as much as possible according to his/her capacity – seeing in them “the poor Christ” with whom they come in contact. (cf. Mt 25:31 – 46). In fact, Christ has proclaimed the poor as blessed and has promised them the Kingdom of Heaven. But not all poor people are blessed. Some are good and some are not. It is only those who accept poverty freely that the Lord calls “blessed.” 

d) Flexibility in our understanding of poverty








We know that each friar who entered the fraternity had to follow the words of Christ, that is, to sell everything he had and give the money to the poor. (Mt 19:21) This was the norm required by the Rule. While circumstances allowed a relaxation of the norm, the friar had to have the wish and disposition to do so if he could. This was required by poverty: to give all of one’s possessions away even great knowledge
 had to be renounced when they entered the Order to follow the poor and crucified Christ in his nakedness on the cross. Note here this “spiritual nakedness” had to be no less than material poverty.
 Francis held his first companions to the literal understanding of the Gospel, because the disciples of Jesus Christ were not to have shoes, or two tunics. This is what Francis says about the early days of the Order, “and we were content to have a tunic patched inside and out.”


We must realise that Francis grew in his understanding of the needs of the Order. For example, in the Early Rule of 1221, he allows the professed friars to have a second habit if they desired. The Later Rule of 1223, however, allows a second habit without limitation. These particulars are important for us to understand the way in which Francis especially interpreted the requirements of the holy Gospel on poverty. He began to observe the Gospel literally. The practice in his personal life and that of his brothers led him to understand the consequences when the Order spread to other countries, namely, that Christ’s instructions were not to be interpreted literally, but to allow for different circumstances of time and place. Similarly, he had to adapt the requirement regarding shoes. We can observe these “adjustments” to the Rule as the need was seen.

In another concrete situation, Francis allowed those friars who needed instruments or equipment for their work or for improving their work to have them. We could also tie this in with the requirement that the friars had to support themselves by their work before going out to beg. The poor had no other resource except their own work.





Francis learnt from the changing situations and made changes to his requirements when he saw the need to do so. There are many examples of this e.g., his requirements for housing for the friars cf. Testament where Francis admits his change of policy; and later the need for stable places to stay for the formation of communities, etc. However, of particular importance for Franciscan poverty is the prohibition of money which is clearly expressed in the Rule. We know that Francis allowed friars “to have money” and “to receive money” in particular cases even if it seemed to infringe on poverty.

However, Francis absolutely refused to accept that “to appropriate something for oneself” was reconcilable with poverty. Note that Francis does not use the term “poverty” but “to live without anything of one’s own.” This is the basic meaning of poverty for him.


In referring to material things, the Rule of the Order demands that friars could not appropriate anything for themselves. Francis does not refer to this many times when it is dealing with material things, nor does he give any details. On the contrary, the references to the spiritual aspect are frequent. Nor could one hold one’s own will as one’s own, otherwise one could repeat the sin of our first parents. Perfect obedience becomes perfect poverty. “No one may appropriate the burden of superior” placing oneself above others in the sense of Lk 22:24 – 27:
“They also began to argue among themselves which of them should be considered the most important. And Jesus said to them, ‘The kings of the pagans have power over their people, and the rulers claim the title ‘Friends of the People’. But this is not the way it is with you; rather, the greatest one among you must be like the youngest, and the leader must be like the servant. Who is greater, the one who sits down to eat or the one who serves him? The one who sits down, of course. But I am among you as one who serves.”


In the early Rule of 1221, the office of superior is not the only one referred to, but it also embraces the office of preaching and consequently must be referred to any office (cf. RNB 17:4 – 42). One must not attach oneself to an office so as to identify oneself with it. The Admonitions go even further, “The servant of God who does not become angry or upset at anything lives justly and without anything of his own” (Adm 11:3). Do not be scandalized by the wrong someone does nor the privation of something, and do not respond to provocation, upsetting yourself. This is the sign of true poverty according to St Francis.


To be poor, in the sense of ‘a life without anything of one’s own’ signifies, therefore, that person does not place himself or herself at the centre in such a way as to claim  property as one’s own.  A person must not demand possession of things; in that sense, one must not claim rights over other persons, in such a way that he or she considers them as bound to acknowledge and reverence him or her. Only in this way, can one remain in the midst of created things, not looking simply at their usefulness, but respecting their identity. Only in this way one can discover and praise the footprints of the great glory of God. The Canticle of the Creatures is only possible for those who are poor before God and other people.


Francis used to say, “Every good is God’s property”. God made every good and this is manifested through people, his instruments. Whoever is fully poor before God, leaves to God whatever belongs to God. For this reason, one does not demand compensation or glory in the good which the Lord works through one. One’s efforts will be to restore everything to God. (Adm 7:4; 12:2; 17; 18:2; 24) and so recognize the royalty of God in everything. In this way the poor person prepares the way for the coming of the Kingdom of God (cf. Mt 5:2) and the person himself or herself is rendered worthy to participate in the Kingdom. That person will not find security in one’s own services, but rather by participation in the humiliation of the Saviour: “…but of myself I will not boast except of my weaknesses.”
 And bear the cross of my Lord every day, (Adm 5:8 cf. Adm 6).


The fundamental point, “without anything of one’s own,” as the centre of Franciscan poverty, is found most clearly, therefore, in the intimacy of a person’s encounter with God. It deals with the need of our ego to be lifted up before God and man.

e) Our “Option for the Poor”


This is one of the priorities of the Order that we need to address. Many authors of religious life tell us that there are two dynamic components that will transform religious life in the future: a prophetic witness and a contemplative attitude. The expression “prophetic witness” is mostly found in the commitment to the poor. Pope John Paul II wrote:

In a world that is divided between the rich and the poor, the oppressors and the oppressed the proclamation of the Reign of God as a community of justice and fellowship calls for a preferential option for the poor.



The option is done neither out of compassion nor is it the result of the ideology of the class struggle but is a spiritual choice made in imitation of the Jesus who identified himself with the poor and suffering (Phil 2:5 – 8); or, in other words, Jon Sobrino says:

In its concrete reality the vow of poverty must first of all relate the religious to the poor. This relationship takes various forms: a real entrance into the world of the poor, effective efforts to change the lot of the poor, a stripping of self on behalf of the poor, a defense of the cause of the poor, a sharing of the lot and destiny of the poor.



It is not only a choice FOR the poor, but also to BE poor and to struggle WITH the poor. The next step which we usually associate with religious life in Latin America, where the ‘cry of the poor’ has grown ever louder, is the ‘insertion among the poor’ which leads to a radical re-thinking of religious life and the development of an incarnational spirituality from which emerges contemplation as the reading of God’s will and presence among the poor, the commitment to the evangelization of their reality, the sharing of their hopes and situations, the willingness to journey alongside them, a spirit of service and trust in poor resources.


It is clear that the Order has responded to this priority by sending friars to live in areas that are hostile and dangerous as “witnesses to the truth” – but what can we do in carrying out this priority? Some would oppose any action being taken in changing anything that has been done in the past. Some religious simply don’t want any change no matter what the reason.


The issue is a question of values. Our values are unconsciously linked to the system in which we feel ourselves trapped. In order to change our values, we have to be exposed to new situations, to discover for ourselves new values and so come to acquire a different vision of reality – the vision of the poor. We know that we cannot impose values – if we do, people will resist. We ought not to forget that to adopt new values can be painful and earthshaking for the individual as well as for the whole community.

Discussion Questions
· How can we express our poverty through sharing?
· How can we express poverty through the way we live?
· How can we express poverty through availability?
· What are some ways we could express our “preferential option for the poor”?
3. CLARE OF ASSISI AND POVERTY

See this topic in Part One of this Unit but let me add a few more ideas.


Clare had explicitly placed herself and her Order under the banner of poverty. She had named her Order “Poor Sisters”. The spiritual concept of poverty was the same for Clare as it was for Francis. However, we need to stress that when Clare speaks of the poverty of Christ, she also brings our attention to the poverty of the Mother of God as well as an example for herself and her sisters.


Insofar as practice is concerned, we must note some differences in Clare’s approach to poverty: Clare permits three habits, a mantle, and a short mantle for work in her Rule for her sisters. In fact, it says “Nor is it lawful to have anything at all that has not been given or permitted by the abbess.” So, in this context, it is foreseen that the sisters could use gifts received from outside. Clare also makes provision for money to be sent to the sisters, and she does not forbid it, only regulates its procedure.


Clare assumed fully the approach of poverty from St Francis, as life without anything of one’s own, and made it obligatory for her Order “not to accept nor to have possessions or property, neither for oneself, nor through the means of an intermediary person.” However, she adds: “…that is to say, they are not to receive or hold on to any possessions or property [acquired] through an intermediary, or even anything that might reasonably be called property, except as much land as necessary requires for the integrity and the proper seclusion of the monastery; and this land is not to be cultivated except as a garden for the needs of the sisters.”


Clare was also able to guarantee juridically the “life with nothing of one’s own” in the monastery. After the 4th Lateran Council, she had to firstly assume, at least formally, the Benedictine Rule which does not contain the concept of poverty for a religious community. Clare ensured for herself her concept of poverty through the privilege of seraphic poverty which Innocent III had given her. When Gregory IX put pressure on her to accept land to be owned by her, and he offered it to her himself, she made him renew the privilege of seraphic poverty on the 17th of September 1228. in this way, she ensured her sisters of poverty so that shortly before her death, she obtained the approval of her Rule for the Order in which the concept of poverty is clearly based no less than that of the Order of Friars Minor’s Rule of 1223.

4. POVERTY IN THE BIBLE

Francis and Clare were completely filled with a love for the Word of God. Frequently when they wanted to know how to act, they turned to Scripture and prayer. Although they did not have what we might call “book-learning”, they were inspired by many ideas that we find in the Scriptures. It is true that their concept of Poverty grew from their contemplation of the poor Christ and His mother, Mary. But the Holy Family of Jesus, Mary and Joseph represented a long line of Jews who were called the “Anawim” or “God’s little poor ones.” 

Fr John Fuellenbach SVD
 summarizes the view of the Bible on poverty briefly in three statements:

1. The Poor are the privileged of God.


God remains on the side of the poor and oppressed and will restore their rights. See Ex 3:7 – 12 “I have heard the cry of my people and I am determined to set them free from their slave masters.” Jesus said the same when he declared that the Kingdom was for the poor in society.

2. Mistrust concerning Riches and Possessions


As noted earlier, the approach of the Bible to poverty is often double meaning. Poverty was seen as a punishment by God, while riches were a sign of God’s blessing. However, it is clear from the history of Israel that riches often led to greed, injustice, and unbelief. Riches often led to a sense of false security in possessions rather than placing their trust in God. In the New Testament that is even clearly stated where Jesus points out that the only security there is the Kingdom of God. He reminds us that we cannot serve two masters.

3. Possessions are for Sharing


Whatever riches or possessions we have must be shared. To hold them selfishly for ourselves alone goes against Christian values. This was the belief of the Early Church as we can see in the Acts 4:32 – 35.


· Can you name any other passages from which Francis and Clare may have gained their inspiration?

5.  How must a Franciscan live Poverty Today?

This is a difficult question to answer. From what has already been said above, we can see that poverty must remain on the level of personal understanding and interpretation of the Franciscan ideal. To live as Francis did would not be realistic in today’s world. Yet the ideal “to live with nothing of one’s own” must be observed. How? What we have, we use with respect and care. We share our possessions with others and do not greedily hold things as only our own personal use. 


The theologian, Fr John Fuellenbach, SVD notes:

“What is most important is that we always keep in mind that poverty ultimately concerns our living relationship with the Lord whom we want to follow. The vow of poverty is the result of that relationship and only a means of expressing and developing this relationship. Discipleship is our call and essential vocation. The vow of poverty is based on the desire to follow the Master and to pattern our life after him. Like his poverty our vow is concerned with loving God, all human beings and creation at large. Only secondarily is poverty concerned with things, and the ‘thingless’ of poverty means nothing unless it expresses this one great love which is at the heart of all reality.

The experience of God’s unconditional love which came into this world with Jesus provides me with a security, an Amen, that makes me forego any worry about my security in this world. It is reliance on God alone which is the basis for this vow of poverty. It is the attempt to follow Jesus’ lifestyle that provides this inspiration to leave everything and to follow him in this way…At times, we need to experience ourselves how much we, who have made a commitment to follow the poor Jesus, lose our freedom and become dependent on what have become ‘necessities’ in our lives.”


He goes on to give the example of St Francis of Assisi in two incidents in Francis’ life: The first one is the time he stripped himself before the bishop of Assisi at the beginning of his conversion cf. Unit One above; the second occurred at the end of Francis’ life when he asked his companions to strip him naked and to place him on the bare ground. He wanted to die ‘without anything of his own’, free to enter heaven unattached to anything of his own. 

A Story


In the last century, a tourist from the United States visited the famous Polish rabbi, Hofetz Chaim. He was astonished to see that the rabbi’s home was only a simple room filled with books. The only furniture in it were a table and a bench. “Rabbi,” said the American, “where is your furniture?” To this Hofetz replied, “Where is yours?” “Mine? I’m only a visitor here. I’m only passing through,” replied the American. “So am I,” said the rabbi.

Conclusion: When a man begins to live more deeply within, he lives more simply without.

Reflection: "Without anything of their own"
"Keep nothing, therefore, of yourselves for yourselves, so that he may totally receive you who gave himself totally for you" (EpOrd 29)

The vow of poverty sets us free from the greed which tries to grasp as much as possible, of the best quality possible and as soon as possible, because we have already found "riches enough for us" (LaudDei 4). Poverty frees us from every kind of possessiveness. As a result, we don't make a non-negotiable absolute
 of the house we're living in, or the work we're doing, or the payment we "deserve", whether material or psychological. "If you do not renounce all you have": the Lord doesn't ask that we give up something, he bids us give up everything - so that he can become our all. "The brothers are to acquire nothing as their own, neither a house nor a place nor anything at all" (RegB 6:1). What's required of us here is not a self-satisfied feat of asceticism but that we set out on a journey of justice, solidarity, and love for others and with others, a journey towards personal and community freedom which will make our proclamation of the gospel more credible.

The Lord of the harvest and the vineyard has sent us out as pilgrims to announce the gospel, without claiming proprietorship over "our" work or "our" people or "our" results. This doesn't mean that we needn't work generously and competently - of course we must. The talents and qualities the Lord has given us must be allowed to bear fruit. But success can never be our only criterion of evaluation. We must always measure ourselves against the values of our evangelical and community project of life, so that it will become the witness and sign that we belong to the Lord, and not to "our" work, and that we are ready, as Abraham was, and as the apostles and Francis were, to "leave our country" and go towards unknown horizons.

Fraternal relations among us are often compromised through our lack of freedom in regard to money and material things. Sometimes we can't even distinguish between what is necessary, what is useful, and what is just an extra we don’t really need. It's so fatally easy for us to fall prey to the consumer logic of the world and consequently sin by injustice and a lack of solidarity against those who are denied even the necessities of life - forgetting that we must "restore" everything to God, as Francis bids us (RegNB 17:17), and that we have a duty of dependence and accountability towards others for our use of money.

Discussion Questions:
· What practical conclusions can you draw from this discussion on poverty?
· How would you apply them to yourself personally and to the community?
· What makes the understanding of Franciscan poverty different to other Orders or congregations?
· Do you think Franciscan Poverty is realistic today? Is it genuinely possible to live in our modern world?

6. HUMILITY – A CENTRAL ELEMENT OF FRANCISCAN LIFE

Introduction:

There are four foundation stones of what has been termed the “Franciscan Way”: Firstly - and most important of all - humility; then simplicity, poverty, and prayer. Most of the early writings about St Francis dwell on these four themes. Though poverty is the most apparent characteristic of Franciscans, Francis did not regard it as important as the necessity of humility to which he gave priority.
 Therefore, it is important that we have some ideas on what it means “to follow the Lord in humility,” that is, they were to be identified with the less important classes like those who were poor or rejected by society.

1) The poor and humble Francis


Francis was noted throughout his life in being poor. He was called the “Little Poor Man”, or in Italian, “Il Poverello”. But another quality is always coupled with his name in the Liturgy: “Francis – poor and humble” (“pauper et humilis”). This is what he prayed for at the time of his conversion in the prayer at San Damiano:

“O great and glorious God, 

illumine the darkness of my heart.

Give me profound humility…”


The Lord heard his prayer. The humility of St Francis was truly outstanding. It was characterized by a mysterious depth and was very clear to all both externally and internally. It was on this humility that Francis founded his Order of Friars Minor, the members of which were “to manifest the greatest humility.”
 

This was the Gospel life revealed by God to the Poverello: “My brothers, my brothers, the Lord called me through the way of simplicity and humility, and he showed me truly this way for myself and those who want to believe and imitate me.”
 For this reason he did not want to hear of any other ideal or manner of life different from what the Lord had mercifully revealed and given to him. It was a gift he wanted to defend and live at all costs as the form of evangelical and poor life. Humility constituted the essence of being poor and, speaking as Franciscans, it is intimately united with the virtue of Poverty as we can see in Francis’ praise of the virtues: 
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“Lady holy Poverty, may the Lord protect you, with your sister holy Humility.”


Even if we take a glance at the Franciscan Sources, we can see the importance of this attitude of humility is in the life of Francis. It accompanied him like his shadow at every moment of his life after his conversion. It should accompany every expression of Franciscan life today. It coloured all other Franciscan virtues and added the final touches to perfection. It is precisely because it concerns an essential attitude that is grafted on and put as an integral part of many Franciscan values, such as poverty, minority, obedience, fraternity, love of God, reconciliation, begging for alms, service, authority, mercy, joy, patience, prayer, simplicity and many more.

2) How should we understand the term “humility”?

Many authors have described humility in a negative way, but it appears that this was not how Francis considered it. Francis saw humility as an approach or stance that a person takes towards God and all creation. Humility describes my realistic, unashamed acceptance of myself with all my limitations and strengths, what I can do and what I can’t do in my relationship to God. In other words, humility calls us to look deeply and truthfully into ourselves and find God who awaits us.


For Francis, humility was something positive. It was never “a base acceptance of oneself” or as “a miserable nobody.”  Far from it. Francis always recognized the dignity of the human person. He came to realize the real power and beauty in the actions of God, our Creator.















He saw our beauty as a reflection of God’s beauty.
 Francis delighted in humility and so he called his brothers “lesser brothers” because to be “lesser” meant to be in right relationship with the Creator and therefore to experience life to the full. To be “lesser” is to acknowledge being a “useless servant” who has been lifted up to greatness through God’s power.
 Also as “lesser brothers” they were not to make demands on society. The kindnesses they received were to be accepted with gratitude. They were never to complain or grumble remembering God had blessed them in so many ways and they would express this by going about with joy and praising God for so great a goodness to them.

3) How did Francis come to understand humility?

Though, by nature, Francis was very generous even before his conversion, he was a man of his times. Like many others he was always hungry for human glory. He was filled with dreams of becoming a knight filled with honour, victorious over others and so he joined the war against Perugia. It was probably through his experience of defeat, imprisonment, and illness that he began to reflect on his life, realizing God wanted more from him especially after a puzzling dream which he had in Spoleto which challenged him; and then his meeting with a leper which influenced him very deeply. Francis went through a period of deep searching to know what God wanted of him. Through prayer, he discovered the poor, humble Christ in the Gospels as a reality. Slowly he began to understand God’s plan for him.


It was particularly in his reflections on the Incarnation that Francis came to discover the humility of God. The only Son of God became a weak, helpless human child who lived a hidden life in Nazareth, and apparently no different to anyone else in the way he lived. Francis reflected on the events of his life and saw their deeper meaning. He saw how God had been working in him and he began to experience God’s unconditional love for him. He began to see the world around him in a different light. He saw that possessions and riches as barriers that caused conflict with others. One builds walls either to keep things enclosed or to stop others from coming in. Francis understood that to come close to God, one must remove the barriers and be open to God, to “expose our hearts to God” as he put it, remove all masks, risk having to change, to have nothing to return and so make ourselves vulnerable. To be open to God in this way meant to be humble.


Francis had discovered the humble Christ and it was the humble Christ he sought to copy in his life. He wanted to experience forgiveness, love, and acceptance in his life. Mysteriously, God granted his request. The more Francis entered into the mystery of God, the better he came to understand himself.

“When Francis looked attentively at Jesus, he discovered what it meant to be to be made in the image of God. So, Francis also discovered what it meant to be himself, because he was an image of God. He summed up this awareness in Admonition 5:

‘Be conscious, people, of the wondrous state in which the Lord God has placed you, for he created you and formed you to the image of his beloved Son according to the body, and to his likeness according to the spirit.’

In other words, the whole human person (body and spirit) reveals the image and likeness of the ‘beloved Son’. In coming to know God, by looking at Jesus, Francis comes to know himself, Francis comes to see Jesus, and thus comes to know God.”


Many years later, Francis prayed on Mount Alverna: “You are Love, Charity, You are Wisdom, You are Humility…”
 because God is the Most High that we “miserable and wretches… are not worthy to name him,”
 but it was through a discovery, a revelation that it took on a Christ-centred meaning. Francis came to encounter Christ who was the way to the Father. (cf. Adm 1) But Francis’ humility was not so much a virtue of Christ in a faraway place. Francis looked on the Christ in the Gospels and met the humble, poor, suffering Christ in his incarnation, passion, and death and especially in the Eucharist. Cf. Adm 1: “Behold! Every day he humbles himself…”; and again, “O how holy, how dear, how lovable and humble…to have such a brother who offers his life for his sheep”
. We could continue multiplying texts and events to bring this message home. Cf. LCap 35 – 36.


Humility was something spontaneous in Francis. After having discovered “the hidden treasure”, he sought to possess it; but to do that, he had to humble himself; to humble himself, he had to expropriate himself of everything. He advises his friars: “Hold back nothing of yourselves for yourselves, that He who gives himself totally to you may receive you totally.”
 Francis continues to repeat this advice in his Early Rule and the Later Rule.


In the same way, St Clare writes to Agnes of Prague: “I see, too, that by humility, the virtue of faith, and the strong arms of poverty, you have taken hold of that incomparable treasure hidden in the field of the world and in the hearts of men…”
 and again: “As the glorious Virgin of virgins carried [Christ] materially in her body, you too, by following in his footprints, especially ]those] of poverty and humility, can, without any doubt, always carry Him spiritually in your chaste and virginal body.”

Reflection: Francis’ Praise of the Virtues

Lady, holy Poverty,

may the Lord protect you with your sister, holy Humility.

Lady, Holy Charity, 

may the Lord protect you with your sister, holy Obedience.

Holy humility destroys pride, and all the people who are in the world,

and all things that belong to the world.

Holy charity destroys every temptation of the devil

and of the flesh, and every carnal fear.

Holy Obedience destroys every wish of the body and of the flesh,

and binds its mortified body to obedience of the Spirit,

and to obedience of one’s brother.

The soul that has gazed on God

(and felt its own inability to bring about its own transformation)

does not need to reflect on its lowliness

because there is no way the soul can deny it.

Reflection:  For a worthwhile passage to discuss when dealing with humility, read Lk 17:5 – 10

Discussion Questions:
· Do you agree with the ideas expressed in this passage? Why or why not?
· What changes would you make to this passage using more recent understandings of poverty, humility, and obedience?
· What do you understand by the term “humility”?
· Why do we say this virtue must be defined positively rather than negatively? What are the implications of this?

Concluding Remarks 

The idea of poverty that St Francis stressed was that not only each friar had to live “with nothing of his own”, but the Order itself could not claim ownership of anything either. This was a very radical idea that many said was impossible to observe.


The precise basis of collective poverty was very important for the Order of St Francis. All movements of reform coming afterwards had given importance only on truly living poorly and moderately. They also intended that things used by the friars, especially non-movable things, were the property of the Holy See. To keep the ideal of Franciscan poverty alive, laws were passed. But, as the history of the Order shows, laws were not enough.
 The struggle to put the ideal into practice continues even today.


To illustrate this combat, there is a story told about a bishop who showed St Thomas Aquinas a large chalice adorned with many precious stones. “Look, Master Thomas,” he said, “now the Church no longer has to say what St Peter said to the lame man at the Beautiful Gate (Acts 3:6), “Silver and gold I have none.”

 “True,” replied St Thomas, “and the Church can no longer say the words that followed either, ‘In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk.’ “

A Story to think about: 

BLESSED MOTHER TERESA OF CALCUTTA – A Model Disciple of Christ


In an interview, a priest who had joined Bl. Mother Teresa’s followers, was asked what made Mother Teresa so special that she was beatified only just over five years after her death? He replied. The primary reason for such a relatively short time was certainly the great reputation of sanctity that Mother Teresa enjoyed already in her lifetime. Many people considered her a saint, and even called her “a living saint.” This was the general opinion not only of the Catholic faithful, but also of people of different religions and even of agnostics. The international media followed her life and work with interest. Many admired her charity and selfless love for the poor. She had become a symbol of love and compassion for the poorest of the poor.

At the time of her death, the Indian government paid her the great tribute of a state funeral, attended by a large number of world leaders. Many people from around the world watched the funeral on television. This was a wonderful tribute to Mother Teresa and her reputation of sanctity. But, above all, she was mourned by the common people, the poor who experienced her motherly love. They are the ones who testify most truly to her holiness.
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But what was most attractive in Mother Teresa was a radical living of the Gospel message. What made her so admired and sought after was not so much her eloquence, since in fact, her words were rather simple, but rather her “putting love into living action”, that which Jesus taught. A deep understanding and belief of the Gospel message had taken root in her, penetrating her being, and this was reflected in her living. She did not allow herself compromises and in this her determination and her courage were admirable. Even her critics were impressed by this.


Her life and work gave authenticity to her words and this was what people looked for in inviting her to deliver speeches or in choosing her as recipient of a variety of awards and honours. Even in a society that is so secular, radical Gospel living is still attractive. In a time when the rejection of life is so common and people are abandoned because of indifference, Mother Teresa came as a messenger to every person she met: “God loves and wants you; He longs for you; He thirsts for you.” She lived this message by embracing the poorest, the most abandoned, the most unloved, those whom no one else wanted and for whom no one else had time. When with her, everyone would feel specially loved.


Mother Teresa’s relationship with God was at the root of all of her activity and for this reason she was truly a contemplative. Her example reminds us once again that every missionary endeavour has to start and end in prayer. Prayer and sacrifice were her first missionary tools as it was for her patroness, St Therese of Lisieux.


At her beatification, Pope John Paul II said, “Of this simple woman, from one of the poorest areas of Europe, the Lord made a chosen instrument to proclaim the Gospel to the whole world, not with preaching, but with daily acts of love to the poorest.”

There is so much in the life of Mother Teresa that is in common with St Francis that we can learn a lot from her and her words, especially her poverty!






Questions to consider:
· What qualities of Blessed Mother Teresa are similar to those of St Francis?
· What are the differences?
· Why do you think the life of Blessed Mother Teresa is so appealing to most people?
· What lessons can we learn from her?
Exercise:
· Draw two columns on a page,
· Head each one with these two headings: “NEEDS” and “WANTS”.
· List the things that you regard as NEEDS and WANTS in the appropriate column.
· When you have done this, try to see what you might be able to change if you wanted to live a truly poor life.
· Discuss your results with others to see what they would think.


       


                     CHAPTER THREE
FRANCISCAN OBEDIENCE

Introduction


Francis and Clare’s concept of obedience and what it implied came from their meditation on the Gospel and the following of Christ. We could say, therefore, that Franciscan obedience is a response to the Gospel in faith, hope and love to the extent that they are accepted as freely given and become their form of life.


Respect and submission to the Lord Jesus are essential aspects of discipleship – as we saw earlier. This explains the extent and nature of obedience. We are dealing with our relationship with the Lord as his disciples. Through the sacraments and meditation, we make Him present which necessarily assumes, in living the Gospel life concretely, the fundamental marks of fraternal service, dispossessed and subject to mission.

1. The Starting Point: The Following of Christ (“Sequela Christi”)

For Francis, everything begins in the following of Christ by listening to and observing the Gospel and “to desire, above all things, the Spirit of the Lord and his holy operation.” These are the three basic themes which express his conversion and his life according to the Gospel, to which he – as well as Clare – was called and which constitute generally and absolutely the point of departure of his Gospel experience, and also of his obedience. These themes, however, cannot be understood deeply unless they are put on the level of our salvation through the Trinity who is revealed to us and makes Jesus Christ present. Francis says this in his Office of the Passion and his Creeds. (Cf. RNB 23:1 – 8)


Francis’ vision of obedience depends also on his understanding of Christ and the Holy Spirit, simple as they may be. According to the writings of Francis and Clare, everything begins with the Father of Mercies as Clare says: “The Lord of heaven and earth, who through his holy will and through his only Son, and the Holy Spirit, created all things spiritual and corporal, and through his great love for us has sent his beloved Son and that he wanted to be born of the glorious Virgin Mary, and he, being otherwise rich, wanted to choose, together with his mother, to be poor.” 


Obedience is described by Francis in the following way: “….this was the will of the Father: that His Son, whom He gave to us and was born for our good; that this same Son should offer himself on the altar of the cross by “placing his will at the disposal of the Father” (2 Lf 10) and by giving his life in obedience to his most holy Father; but he would come again into the glory of His majesty and remain always with his faithful followers through his Word and in his most holy Body and Blood, which the Church administers and which the Spirit of the Lord receives in us; (Adm 1:13 – 15) and which make us sons [and daughters] of the Father, brothers and mothers of our Lord Jesus Christ, and infuses the virtues into us, which illuminate and inflame us to follow his beloved Son.


In other words, Francis is here expressing a Credo that expresses these basics of the faith:

a) It was God the Father who began the whole process of our salvation;

b) He did this by sending His Son to us who became man, Jesus Christ;

c) Jesus was subject to his Father in heaven and obedient even to death on a cross;

d) However, Jesus’ death was not the end. Through his obedience, he took his place with the Father in heaven and will come back again in glory;

e) Even though Jesus left us bodily, he did not abandon us. He is present with us through his word (Sacred Scripture) and through the Eucharist which the Church administers to us.

f) It is through the power of the Holy Spirit that we are able to believe and accept him into our hearts.

Francis and Clare were won over and dominated by the mystery of the incredible love of God, Creator and Saviour. Through the Holy Spirit, they felt the overpowering presence of God which urged them to obedience and the following of Jesus Christ. In short, their only concern was to carry out his will and be grateful to Him. One was not to be anything but the servant of God. This was the only way of showing our respect for the Lord’s ownership contemplated in faith; the only way to allow God to be God. As Francis said, “restore his glory to him” (2 Cel 134); “God is God only when one obeys him, when really and actually, we are his servants. The opposite of this is sin, the intention of man to be equal to God.” (Adm 2:1 – 4)

This is the experience that Francis and Clare narrate in their Testaments: “The Lord gave me…; the Lord led me…; the Lord revealed to me…” (Test 1 – 2; Test C 24). These themes are the like “pivots” upon which hang the other evangelical attitudes which both Francis and Clare point out in their Rules; it is precisely on these that they achieve their unity.
 They agree that the Lord is the Master of man. The Lord is the Lord only if obedience lords it over man.

2. To Live in Obedience


For Francis, to live is to obey: “living in obedience” (RNB 1:1; RB 1:2) is the expression used in the Rules of Francis and Clare to express the vow of obedience. “Living in obedience” was an expression that suggested and defines Francis’ idea of obedience: 

Everything is in submission to the Lord. Our existence itself, that is, our being alive is assumed and performed in obedience. That means that we let ourselves be governed and directed by the various activities of God in Christ. We submit to his Spirit who embraces all and operates in all.
 Francis would say, “Everything is grace” – God’s free gift.

a) Obedience that satisfies God

This is the primary and most important aspect of obedience: to recognize God Most High and Lord and obey Him directly and indirectly. Francis and Clare insist on this explicitly. They say in their Testaments that they were won over and dominated by the grace of penance, that is, the grace of obedience to the Gospel and the power of the Lord.


There were times in the life of Francis when obedience and subjection to the Lord played a major role. For example, Francis obeys the voice of the vision at Spoleto (2 Cel 6; LM 1:3; L3C 6); and Christ on the cross at San Damiano (2 Cel 9) and the voice of inspiration from the Lord (2 Cel 10); also, the Gospel revealing his mission (1 Cel 22). It is the same kind of obedience and the same dispositions that Francis and Clare require in their Rules for their brothers and sisters: that is, obedience to the Word of God, to the inspiration of the Lord, and to the blessing of God always attentive to us.


The obedience of Francis is the inevitable and necessary attitude of the creature when he discovers himself as gift and loved in the hands of God, the Creator, or of Christ, the Creator, who sees himself made greater and exalted because he is made in the image and likeness of the Son of God:

 “Consider, O human being, in what an exalted condition God placed you; for he created and formed you to the image of his beloved Son according to the body and in his likeness, according to the Spirit.

 And all creatures under heaven serve, know, and obey their Creator, each according to its own nature, better than you.” (Adm 5:1 – 2) In other words, Francis, in his writings, constantly stressed this radical and inevitable position of the creature that was struck by the love of God. “Blessed”, he would say, “is the servant who gives all his goods to the Lord God!”


Obedience is to recognize whose hands have made us and from whom is the good that we possess. Therefore, the typical example of disobedience is Adam. We find this expressed in the second Admonition of St Francis:






The Evil of Self-Will

“The Lord said to Adam: Eat of every tree; you may not eat, however, of the tree of the

knowledge of good and evil.
He was able to eat of every tree in paradise because he did not sin as long as he did not go against obedience. For that person eats of the tree of the knowledge of good who makes his will his own and, in this way, exalts himself over the good things the Lord says and does in him. And so, through the suggestion of the devil and the transgression of the command, it became the apple of the knowledge of evil. Therefore, it is fitting that he suffer the punishment.”


This is a very important admonition because it brings out the nature of obedience according to St Francis. It is evident that obedience is a basic relationship, the foundation of all relationships between God and us, and between us and God’s creation. This relationship God cannot give up because he cannot renounce himself. In all and with all He must remain God. What do we mean when we say, “remain God”? We mean that God’s will is authoritative. Humans should and must act according to God’s will and align his own will with the will of God. God’s will give us the only valid and true direction for our actions and omissions. Through the free decision of the obedient person, God is acknowledged as Lord. In this obedient acknowledgement of the divine will lies the core of all glorification of God by humans.

c) The Relationship between Obedience and Poverty


Obedience was for Francis such an essential part of the Franciscan life that he describes the reception into the Order with the words: “They shall be received into obedience.” This concept was also adopted by St Clare for her sisters. At first glance this may seem strange to us, for we are accustomed to see poverty as the essential part of our life as Franciscans. This may be because we have separated obedience from poverty; while Francis sees these two as uniquely as one.

“The Lord says in the Gospel: Whoever does not renounce all that he possesses cannot be my disciple; and whoever wishes to save his life must lose it.
That person who offers himself totally to obedience in the hands of his prelate leaves all that he possesses and loses his body. And whatever he does and says which he knows is not contrary to his will is true obedience, provided that what he does is good.

And should a subject see that some things might be better and more useful for his soul than what a prelate commands, let him willingly offer such things to God as a sacrifice; and, instead, let him earnestly serve to fulfil the prelate’s wishes; for this is loving obedience because it pleases God and neighbour.

If the prelate, however, commands something that is contrary to his conscience, even though he may not obey him, let him not, however, abandon him. And if he then suffers persecution from others, let him love them all the more for the sake of God. For whoever chooses to suffer persecution rather than wish to be separated from his brothers truly remains in perfect obedience because he lays down his life for his brothers. In fact, there are many religious who, under the pretext of seeing things better than those which the prelate commands, look back, and return to the vomit of their own will. These people are murderers and, because of their bad example, cause many to lose their souls.


These words drawn from Scripture are important for our religious life in common. Jesus said, “He who does not renounce all that he possesses cannot be my disciple,” and “He who wants to save his soul must lose it.” Jesus speaks the same words to us. Do we hear them addressed to us as “true disciples” of our Lord? Let us consider the second quote which should read “He who wants to save himself must lose himself.” This is a strange saying. If you want to be safe, put yourself into danger – an apparent contradiction! But both make the same demand. The disciple of Christ must renounce
 all, most of all himself. Both words refer to uncompromising poverty. The disciple of Christ may keep nothing for himself. He wants to belong totally to God. His own will must become the possession of God.

“That person who offers himself totally to obedience in the hands of his prelate leaves all that he possesses and loses his body”.

Obedience is for Francis the summit of poverty because in it a person bends his/her own will to God’s wishes. (cf. Adm 2) Disobedience is to consider one’s own will one’s personal property. Self-will is the last possession of a person and most difficult to surrender. This surrender may take place only in order to accomplish the will of God; in answer to his word, we would do anything. But God does not enter visibly into our life. He does not speak audibly to us. He employs human instruments, our superiors, given to us through and in the Church. Nevertheless, they are human, often only too human. That is the reason why we must renounce all, lose ourselves, and let ourselves be guided by others who are God’s representatives. Such obedience is possible only in deep faith, in that faith which firmly trusts that God is active in his church and that he guides his own through those whom he has appointed or approved as his representatives.

d) How should Franciscan Obedience be interpreted today?


In an age where people want to follow their own wishes (e.g., do it my way) and have the goal of “self-fulfilment”, the old explanations no longer appeal. Obedience, if understood as being a ‘slave’ in so-called “blind” obedience, is totally rejected. A more positive view of obedience can be gathered from the name itself.


“Obedience” comes from the Latin “ob-audire” which means “to hear thoroughly”. This is the same in the Bible. “To listen to someone” meant to obey that person.
 Obedience also implies “responsibility”, that is, “the ability to respond to what is heard and perceived” ; and religious obedience is a response to a person who loved. The example Francis chose (we saw above) is from Genesis where it is described how God, the Creator of everything good, made the world and created a man and woman to inhabit it. God walked in friendship with his creatures every evening in the garden. But this first pair chose their own will and instead of responding to a loving God who had given them life, friendship, and everything else, chose to follow their own way. They wanted to be in command and turned against God. As we know, consequently, they were punished.


In God’s time, Jesus came to live out obedience and showed us its dignity. His message announced a new relationship with God as Abba (Daddy), an intimate term used in the family. God wanted to show his deep love for us. And, like Jesus, we are called to respond as loving children. Jesus is the model of this obedient relationship “Doing the will of him who sent me”. For Jesus, following the will of the Father was his food (Jn 4:34). He found this very difficult in the Garden of Gethsemane (“Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass me by. Still let it be as you would have it, not as I” (Mt 26:39) Obedience, understood like this, is a way of life which hinges on the ability to hear and respond to the loving overtures of a God whose love is unconditional and steadfast.


All Christians are called to obey God through their baptism: to obey Christ, the Church, to respond to his specific calls in daily life. But we have to interpret and judge the meaning of life’s circumstances and what his call is at each particular moment in our lives. E.g., I may know that I must love my enemies, but how do I decide to act or react to a person who has just hurt or insulted me? Hide my anger? Strike back and then ask for forgiveness?

 “Difficulties arise when we come to specifics. The way I come to some action is through “discernment”, that is, to discern the will of God in a particular instance toward life. I must know who I am and who God is. I look at the nitty-gritty of the situation and, with the eyes of faith, try to see what the situation means and how I am to respond in the light of God’s word and grace. I may not see clearly what I’m called to do, but I will act on my best insights and judgment. I may find later that I made a wrong choice so I must re-examine and choose again. ”

A modern challenge

In our day, the very thought of professing obedience in a culture that professes and thrives on individualism and commits itself to personal freedom, seems unthinkable. Modern youth are faced with different concepts of obedience. Obedience is not always a virtue that must be pursued. There are many examples of erroneous obedience that occurred during the Second World War: Think of the terrible tragedy of the holocaust of Jews in Germany; the cruel results of the apartheid policy in black Africa, the military disasters that resulted from misled obedience. We could list many other atrocities that were the result of war. All these were motivated by high mindedness, perhaps, but were inflicted equally as much by obedience as by authority.


In the military trials that followed after the Second World War (or, more recently, after the war in Iraq), how often did we hear the excuse, “I was only following orders and so I am not to blame!” Here such persons are only hiding from their responsibility. Clearly, their obedience was not a virtue. How, then, is religious obedience to be understood?


One writer said, “All religious have based morality on obedience, that is, voluntary slavery. That is why they have always been more dangerous than any political organization! For political organizations use violence, but religious uses the corruption of the will.”
 There are many who would agree with this viewpoint, however, not all obedience is the ideal. Some obedience depends on compliance; some on politics and some on “father-figures”. Francis and Clare placed the roots of obedience in the Gospel. “Discerning one form of obedience from another, makes for the moral mastery of life. On that rests the function of religious life itself. To take a vow of obedience in a world where obedience goes wrong so frequently, makes the vow itself suspect.”

Possible Solutions

While discernment, not only for the individual, but also for the community, seems to be an answer. However, this kind of action – perhaps, at a house chapter - must be well prepared for and community members must be willing to participate, otherwise it will certainly fail. Discernment is based on trust. Without it would be a waste of time.  While many subscribe to a model, focussing on participation, consultation, subsidiarity, and discernment, the practical outcome, according to one author, still tends to be functional and utilitarian. In other words, their main concern is “What am I going to get out of it?” Instead of thinking community, many still insist on ‘doing their own thing’.
 Being community oriented is a matter of great importance for a true fraternal spirit within the community.

The question we should ask is: “Does religious commitment mean that we give up our will altogether?” The question basically is whether religious obedience means to control or to free a person? This is very important for us to understand. A religious vows obedience, not perpetual childhood, not dependence, not mindlessness. Distinguishing one from the other makes the difference between living a religious life and being a religious robot.

If you want control, real life becomes trivial. The truth is that it is simpler to control children. All you need is enough authority and force to match its threats. Just think of those prisoners in war camps who were de-humanized by their treatment. They were not allowed the freedom to act and had to do humiliating and inhuman acts to survive. To equate the vow of obedience with the promise to live a managed life doing petty, impossible, or even personally destructive things makes a farce of its meaning. Obedience can’t to reduced to a field exercise of increasingly higher hurdles.

If it is easy to control a person, it is easier to remain a perpetual child whose security depends on being controlled – who simply refuses to grow up or to take on responsibility for self or become a responsible part of the human race. There are those who could be of great assistance to our community if they would only consent to use their talents to build up the fraternity – but they refuse because of their own selfishness or, perhaps, lack of confidence in themselves. It is clear in a community who is willing to attend to a task nobody wants and shows a spirit of generosity and the one who is not. The behaviour of such uncooperative persons demands tolerance, endurance, and our prayers. 
In a situation where a person refused to grow up and remain immature, there will never be accountability for our own choices throughout life. The payoff we get is security. “Keep the Rule and the Rule will keep you,” said one novice master. The message was: Religious life was some kind of moral arrangement. Turn over your life to the system here and the system would provide eternal life somewhere else. To be part of the process, all one had to do was to take orders. That was the bargain.

If anyone should know the difference between the two kinds of obedience – that of control and that of obedience of liberation – it should be the religious. What do our own Rule and Constitutions say?

“By their vow of obedience, the friars follow Jesus Christ who ‘placed his will at the will of the Father’; they deny themselves and they submit their own wills to their legitimate Ministers and Guardians ‘in all things which they have promised the Lord to observe’. In this way they may attain more completely to personal maturity and the freedom of the children of God.”


It’s clear that Francis aimed at our becoming mature, responsible adults and not mere children. The emphasis has been on co-responsibility, co-operation, team-work – All friars are equal. Our motivation comes, as a response to the Gospel, in faith, hope and love to the extent that it is accepted as freely given and becomes our form of life.


The vows are meant to be an expression of our ideals, but they are eminently practical. They are meant to make us grow into adults. The vow of obedience presumes we are responsible adults, that we can be relied on to see that a job is done and that it is done properly. One example is house-keeping that every adult parent is expected to do today. By “house-keeping” I mean taking on responsibility that money is spent properly; that right choices are made; that we budget and care for things especially such things as maintenance of the vehicles, and proper use of things (which comes under both vows of obedience and poverty). In other words, we must show that we are no longer children but adults.


As I said, our motivation is Christ, his example in following the will of the Father. Francis and Clare were won over and dominated by the mystery of the incredible love of God, Creator and Saviour. Through the Holy Spirit, they felt the overpowering presence of God which urged them to obedience and the following of Jesus Christ. In short, their only concern was to carry out his will and be grateful to Him. One was not to be anything but the servant of God. This was the only way of showing our respect for the Lord’s ownership contemplated in faith; the only way to allow God to be God. As Francis said, “restore his glory to him” (2 Cel 134). These themes are like ‘pivots’ upon which hang the other evangelical attitudes which both Francis and Clare point out in their Rules; it is precisely on these that they achieve their unity. They agree that the Lord is the Mast of man. The Lord is the Lord only if obedience ‘lords it over man.’


In their Rules, Francis and Clare express the obligation of the vow of obedience by saying we are “to live in obedience”. This is their idea of obedience: Everything is in submission to the Lord; our existence itself, that is, our being alive is assumed and performed in obedience. That means that we let ourselves be governed and directed by the various activities of God in Christ. We submit to his Spirit who embraces all and operates in all. Francis would say, “Everything is grace,” – God’s free gift.


This is the primary and most important aspect of obedience: to recognize God Most High and Lord and obey Him directly and indirectly. Francis and Clare insist on this explicitly. They say in the Testaments that they were won over and dominated by the grace of penance, that is, the grace of obedience to the Gospel and the power of the Lord.


When it comes to us, we find that there are two vows that are constantly difficult to follow: the vow of chastity and the vow of obedience. Poverty does not seem to worry many people as much as these two. I would say that I think more young friars leave the Order because of these two aspects of our life: To obey whole-heartedly and to be pure in mind and heart and action. These are the on-going challenges that we must face. In the case of chastity, this is usually something that tempts us occasionally; but the requirement to be obedient is with us twenty-four hours a day, every day, always. To generously submit our wills to our Guardians and Ministers is a task that will lead to our genuine growth in the spiritual life.


St Francis reminds us about our task in this admonition:

Consider, O human being, in what an exalted condition God placed you;

for he created and formed you to the image of his beloved Son according to the body and in his likeness, according to the Spirit.

And all creatures under heaven serve, know, and obey their Creator,

each according to its own nature, better than you.






(Admonition 5:1 – 2)


In other words, Francis, in his writings, constantly stressed this radical and inevitable position of the creature that was struck by the love of God. “Blessed”, he would say, “is the servant who gives all his goods to the Lord God.”


Obedience is to recognize whose hands have made us and from whom is the good that we possess. Therefore, the typical example of disobedience is Adam. Obedience is a basic relationship, the foundation of all relationships between God and us, and between us and God’s creation. This is a relationship God cannot give up because he cannot renounce himself. In all, and with all, he must remain God. In other words, God’s will has authority and must be obeyed by aligning our will with God’s. God’s will give us the only valid and true direction for our actions and omissions. Through the free decision of the obedient person, God is acknowledged as Lord. In this obedient acknowledgment of the divine will lies the core of all glorification of God by humans.


Francis, simple as he was, had an astounding insight into the ways of God. 

d) Obedience to and Reverence for the Church

The fullness and power of the Lord, Creator and Redeemer, is manifested, especially in the Church. In speaking about priests, Francis says, “I see in them the Son of God and they are my masters” (2 Test 11). The Church is also subject to the Lord. In it and for it, the Lord is made present and remains with us always (Adm 1:22) by means of his Word and his most holy Body and Blood (Adm 1:9 – 22) which make the Church subject to and  dependent on the Lord, by his Spirit and its mission through the impulse which leads it to the Father. (RNB 23:22; LCh 62 – 65)


Therefore, Francis and Clare begin their Rules and life of their brothers and sisters with the declaration: “Brother Francis and Clare and whoever is leader of this religion, promises obedience and reverence to the Lord Pope Innocent and his successors.” And they want their brothers and sisters to live “submissively and subject at the feet of the same Church” (RB 12:5) and that they be Catholics and live and speak as Catholics. And that they consider all clerics and religious as masters in all that pertains to the salvation of their souls and does not deviate from our religion, and let us respect their orders, office, and administration in the Lord (RNB 19:1 – 4).


This is the Testament that St Francis left his friars: “I wish that they live always faithful subjects of prelates and clerics of the holy Mother Church…” ( 1 Test 5). Obedience and reverence which do not refer to the Church hierarchy alone, but Francis and Clare stress in a special way, under the influence of the holy Catholic Church….in the face of this the Friars Minor are only “useless servants”. This same obedience and reverence Francis also recommends to faithful Christians.
 (2 Lf 33 – 35)


Francis’ biographers give witness to his fidelity to this obedience and reverence towards the Church all of his life: “He put the faith of the holy Roman Church above and beyond all things, preserving, honouring and following it, since the salvation of all who would be saved was found in it alone.” (1 Cel 62, p. 238, vol.1; L3C 57). They also note his concern that the friars should remain in obedience and reverence to the Church. He used to say, “The Lord has called us to re-animate love, venerate and honour them always, insofar as it is possible. For this reason: they were called Friars Minor or ‘Lesser Brothers’, because they must be the least of all men of this world, whether it in name, or in example and behaviour.

 “At the beginning of my new life, when I separated myself from the world and my earthly father, the Lord put his words into the mouth of the Bishop of Assisi, that he should advise me wisely to seek to serve Christ and that he should comfort me. For this reason and for the other eminent qualities that I recognize in bishops, I wish to love, venerate, and consider them as my masters not only bishops, but to humble priests.”













e) Obedience towards All Creatures

From the certainty of faith, the Lord does and says everything that is good (RNB 17:17); God’s action unites us, even through his creatures (Cant 3:6), and consequently, everything depends on his rule and command. Francis knows that obedience is master in all areas that involve the rule of the Lord:

 “Holy obedience confounds all carnal and bodily desires and holds the mortified body in obedience to the spirit, and in obedience to one’s own brother, and makes man subject to all men of this world and not only to me but also to animals, wild beasts, so that they can make of him what they want, in this will be their permission from the Lord.”







This is how Francis expressed his obedience:
2) Obedience of the body to the spirit






“Obedience confounds every corporal and carnal wish, binds its mortified body to obedience to the Spirit and obedience to one’s brother…”




Obedience begins to be master from the moment that it obtains the sovereignty of God and imposes itself on the body, that is, on men who are sinners, or men dominated by their instincts. This is primary obedience from man’s point of view: When we recognize God as Lord, we submit to his dominion only when man has established obedience of his self-centred self, of his body, and man is guided by the Spirit; when man has really renounced himself and consented only to the Lord and his Spirit. (Adm 3:1 RNB 8:16)



3) Obedience to All People








Holy obedience “renders a person subject to all others of this world” (Praises 5:16). For Francis, all people are sacraments of the Lord, not only the poor, the sick and humble, but also the rich and the great. (L3C 57-58). And therefore, all are masters in the Lord Jesus. And, as always, before Christ the Lord, Francis chooses for himself and his friars submission and obedience to them. For this reason, he placed on himself and his friars the name “Friars Minor” (Lesser Brothers) (RNB 6:3; 1 Cel 38), seeking forever the last place, that of obedience and universal service, “subject to every creature for God;” Francis repeated this citing 1 Pet 2:13 which was one of his favourite texts:










“For the sake of the Lord subject yourselves to every human authority…and live as God’s slaves…”
4) Obedience to the Gospel Life in the Minor Fraternity





“This was not only in name that they were to be called Lesser Brothers, as we saw earlier, but the brothers agreed that they would be shaped by obedience to the Gospel and this is what they professed. This allowed them to be completely at the disposal and open to the action of the Lord and of his Holy Spirit. They would be subject and submissive to each other with no one excluded – not even the superior (RNB 4:5 RB 6:11) in and for “loving obedience” (Adm 3>6) or for the sake of “holy obedience to the Lord Jesus Christ” (RNB 5:17).















5) 
All the brothers are dependent for everything because all are responsible; custodies and guardians for their own brothers, helping them in their needs, and seeing that each brother counts on the love of the brothers. Consequently, to think of power or authority among them is out of the question. Love and familiarity among them have submitted them and associated them one to the other. Therefore, one could say – and this is what Francis is really saying – that in the Friars Minor, there are so many masters as there are friar subjects, and so many friars and subjects as masters.”

Consequences of this teaching on Minority:
1. The brothers before being friar ministers or friar subjects, are simply brothers, “family members to each other,” charged with washing each other’s feet.





2. The “ministry of the friars” of the brother minister has its origin in the fraternity formed by the “life of the Gospel” and has no other object than “the service and common good of the friars.” (RB 8:5)

3. The service of obedience of the friars subject also has its origin in the fraternity; that is, obedience to the fraternity formed by the “life of the Gospel”, and they obey to become more of a brotherhood. (Adm 3:7 – 9) No one can take them away from this obedience to the brotherhood or relieve them of their responsibility towards the fraternity. This is a responsibility which both Francis and Clare recognize in various areas, e.g., in relation to the habit (RB 2:17; RsC 2:16), to work (RNB 8:11), towards fasting (RB 3:7; RsC 3:9) as well as the freedom to eat whatever is placed before them (RB 3:15) as for the recitation of the Divine Office (RsC 3:2).

It is only by departing from these presuppositions that one can and must speak of the Minor Fraternity of obedience to the brother minister.






SUMMARY:






OBEDIENCE




= to hear and respond to a loving God

OBEDIENCE THAT SATISFIES GOD:

1. To respond to GOD









2. To respond and respect THE CHURCH







3. To respond to ALL CREATURES








4. To respond to THE GOSPEL LIFE IN MINOR FRATERNITY

OBSTACLES TO OBEDIENCE:

a. The evil of SELF-WILL






b. Refusing God his due






c. Pride










Reflection

We need to be able to apply all these ideas to our own lives in our own situations. Esser suggests a number of questions for self-examination. Let us take some of these for our own reflection:
· Do we live in obedience to God? Is His will supreme in our life? Who plays the most important role in my life – God or myself?







· What efforts do we really make to discover the will of God? How much notice do we take of our reading of Sacred Scripture? Do we act on the inspirations we might have from our reading of Scripture?










· How seriously do we take the Rule? We can also know God’s will through our Constitutions. Do we read them and follow them? What other sources do we know that express God’s will for us?












· Do we live in humility before God? Do I live the conviction: all that I am and have belong to God? How do I use my gifts as servants of the community?

A STORY TO DISCUSS






    MARGARET

Margaret was a young and very popular teacher.  Her pupils loved her, and their parents thought the world of her.  She was liked and respected by her colleagues, admired by her superiors and by the school governors.  She loved to be with the children, to talk with them and join in their games during recreation times.  Everyone, including the pupils, called her by her Christian name.


When the headmistress was due to retire, many other members of staff, governors and parents asked Margaret if she would apply for the vacancy.  She had never really set her sights on a headship but was eventually persuaded to fill in the application forms.  After being short-listed and interviewed, she was duly appointed the new headmistress.


The congratulations that followed made Margaret truly happy in her new position, but she also wondered if, somewhat isolated in her office, she might miss the closer contact with children whom she used to see every day in the classroom.


Soon, however, the children were happy to show the same friendship towards her and, during recreation, there were always throngs of them pushing through her door.  They delighted in calling at her office to talk with her and invite her to continue in their games.  Still, everyone simply addressed her as ‘Margaret’.


Although more orderly queues began to form, no one seemed to pay any attention to Margaret’s request about being addressed as ‘Headmistress’, instead of the rather too familiar ‘Margaret.’  Everyone continued to use her Christian name. This really began to annoy her.  She decided to have printed a big notice, with the word ‘HEADMISTRESS’ printed boldly across it and placed it in front of her on the desk.  Yet still adults and children insisted on calling her ‘Margaret’.





       






Although fewer children were seeking her attention during recreation times, her annoyance was increasing over their familiar form of address.  She therefore had printed a much bigger notice, which nobody could possibly avoid seeing:






HEADMISTRESS

She placed this immediately in front of herself, pointing to it and insisting that she must be called ‘Headmistress’.
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Unfortunately, no one seemed to pay attention to the notice, nor even to bother addressing the headmistress by any name at all.  The notice was so huge that the children could not see above it.  Any child coming into Margaret’s room honestly believed that there was no one there and immediately went out again.  Some of the more faithful ones returned on a few more occasions but finally grew tired of finding the room apparently empty.  Margaret therefore remained there all alone, at last respected by everyone but friendless, sad, lonely, and forgotten.

· What do you think was Margaret’s downfall?
· What does this teach us about authority and how to use it?
· What do you think Margaret should have done when she became head mistress?





















         CHAPTER FOUR
FRANCISCAN CELIBACY

INTRODUCTION


In the Rule of the Friars Minor, there is only one reference to the three vows at the beginning: “The rule and life of the Friars Minor is this: to observe the holy Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ by living in obedience, without anything of their own, and in chastity.” (RB 1:1) ”But, once that is said, the substance of the vows is incorporated into the text of the Rule itself without a detailed theoretical presentation of their meaning. There is, for example, no specific chapter on chastity.”


Francis’ concept of chastity was very different from ours today. Francis did not use the terms “chastity” or “celibacy”. What he spoke about was purity of heart, mind, and body, but these related more to the life of prayer than to sins of the flesh.

We must first distinguish the difference between the two terms: “chastity” and “celibacy” so as to avoid confusion:

Chastity is binding for everyone. It concerns “properly ordered behaviour with regard to sex.”
 Married or single people are all bound to chastity according to their status in life. Married people are chaste when they respect each other’s body and are faithful to each other. In other words, they keep true to their marriage vows. Celibacy, on the other hand, applies to those who decide that they will not marry but remain single. This needs further explanation and that is our topic.


Celibacy has been debated right from the time it was institutionalized by the Church in the 12th century. The reasons for celibacy have not been understood by many and this topic has been a problem area in the Church for centuries. The Council of Trent (1545 – 1563) insisted that priests and vowed religious could not contract valid marriages, probably as a reaction to the Reformers’ challenge to Church authority, and because of the number of priests who were abandoning the priesthood to get married. The Church has spoken strongly on this subject right up to the present. However, today the approach to celibacy is based on a different theology based on human relationships.

1. WHAT IS THE MEANING OF “CELIBACY”?

We shall consider celibacy as we understand it and as it affects us in our present-day situation. It was after the Second Vatican Council, that our approach to celibacy changed enormously. We are not able to look at all the details for this change but let us briefly look at these two approaches which we could call a “traditional approach” and “more recent approaches to celibacy: (The Vow of Chastity or better, Celibacy)

1) The Traditional View of Celibacy

The traditional view of celibacy is explained in terms of “a decision freely made for the love of God and for the service of the Church”. The object of the decision was a “renunciation” where religious renounced the pleasures and joys of married love for the sake of the kingdom of God in themselves and in others. In this view, the renunciation of married life and the choice of religious celibacy had a utilitarian effect. It set a person free to serve God and his neighbour with greater zeal. Once this renunciation had been made, the major obligation of the vow was to preserve the celibacy that one had promised to live.


This approach to celibacy presumed a special kind of supernatural love. It has been put this way: “Once a religious had made the decision to live a celibate life and had mastered any instincts that would tempt him to reverse it, religious celibacy ceased to be a virtue that touched everyday life. It was seen as something that released us to face other challenges – and in particular, that of obedience where the heart of the religious challenge was seen to lie.”

2) A More Recent View

Many asked the question: What does celibacy mean? Instead of a negative definition, we had to find a positive view. There were a number of answers based on relationships. One answer was “Celibacy has to do with people and how people relate to one another. But what these people bring to the relationship and how they view life, and its ultimate meaning will profoundly shape their attitude about the significance of the relationships they have.”
 This description brings out the need for a faith-dimension in our discussion of celibacy since faith speaks directly to how we view life. Celibacy, therefore, is a charism of relationship – the relationship of a priest with his people, or a religious with his/her community. But this charism also carries with it a mission to proclaim the Gospel message and bring Jesus into people’s lives. It is important that we understand that “celibacy is meant ultimately to assist the Church and its proclamation of the Gospel and thereby to further the kingdom of God in our world.”


It is clear, therefore, that many felt that the old traditional view needed to be changed in the light of our better understanding of the meaning of celibacy and in the light of recent documents.  This is the opinion of the Church and psychology. Pope Paul VI wrote in his instruction, Evangelica testificatio, n. 13:


“Religious chastity shows that surpassing excellence to which all human love should tend.” What the Pope is saying here is that “in all human love there should be an inner core of absolute unselfishness in married love”
 In other words, Paul VI describes religious celibacy in terms of a call to bear witness to the true inner demands of human love. That means that we have to understand celibacy in terms of human love. The Pope also sees religious celibacy as a gift of God, something “decisively positive” and making an uncompromising demand for love. What should be dominant in religious celibacy is not our self-control, or our detachment from the ways of the world, but our power to love, to be possessed by love deeply and humanly. So, we must see religious celibacy as a gift which by its own power, positively builds up the individual and human relationships.

2. SOME POSITIVE IDEAS ON CELIBACY

a) Celibacy is a Response to Love


This is clearly visible in the life of St Francis. In his complete surrender to Christ, in his deep faith and conviction that God loved him and through his prayer, he was led to the service of others. He became a witness of God’s love for them. Even in his religious life, Francis was able to continue to show love to others. In the same way, we do not cease to be human through our vow of celibacy. We can still love, offer warmth, and share intimate moments with others. “My human need for friendship and intimacy can be fulfilled in and through the brothers/ sisters I live with and in and through the men and women I serve as long as they are loved in the light of my primary commitment to God.”
 
This is another aspect of discipleship: our “surrender to Christ” in love. Just as Francis surrendered to Christ and became his instrument, he did not by that fact cease having temptations against chastity as we find in the following incident in 2 Celano:
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 “…The devil sent into (Francis) a violent temptation to lust, but as soon as the blessed father felt it, he took off his clothes and lashed himself furiously with the cord, saying “Come on, Brother Ass, that’s the way you should stay under the whip! The tunic belongs to religion: no sealing allowed! If you want to leave, leave!”


However, when he saw that the temptation did not leave even after the discipline, though he painted welts all over his limbs black and blue, he opened the cell, went out to the garden, and threw himself naked into the deep snow. Taking snow by the handful he packed it together into balls and made seven piles. Showing them to himself, he began to address his body: ‘Here, this large one is your wife, and these four over there are your two sons and your two daughters; the other two are your servant and your maid who are needed to serve them. So, hurry,’ he said, ‘get all of them some clothes, because they’re freezing to death! But if complicated care of them is annoying, then take care to serve one Master!’ At that the devil went away in confusion, and the saint returned to his cell praising God.”


The vow of chastity does not change our human nature. We still have the same temptations, desires, etc. We still continue to have the same feelings and attractions. However, we gain support to direct our actions by our complete dedication to Christ. A vocation does not stop us being human with all our human weaknesses. Our task is to understand ourselves and our weaknesses and direct our actions towards our goal, driven on by the love we have for God and also with the support of our community.

b) Celibacy is at the heart of religious Chastity


Although chastity is a more all-embracing concept, being a virtue for everyone, both married and single and religious. Each one is to live chastity according to his or her way of life. Chastity is single heartedness in making God the primary concern in our lives. It is a virtue of those who seek God and his kingdom first. Married people are chaste when their love for each other flows from their primary love of God. Religious are chaste when they love their community members and those they serve in their primary love of God.


Chastity is the single heartedness that Francis spoke of in one of his admonitions: “Blessed are the clean of heart, for they shall see God.” (Mt 5:8) A person is clean of heart when he or she has no time for the things of this world but is always searching for the things of heaven, never failing to keep God before his or her eyes and always adoring him with a pure heart and mind. (Adm 16). For Francis, chastity meant a life searching for and finding Jesus, loving, and serving him, following him literally and without hesitation, at all times and everywhere. Jesus was at the core, the centre and the measure of all things and he gave everything meaning.

c)  For Francis, being chaste meant embracing God whole-heartedly


For Francis, chastity did not mean giving up something but rather embracing God whole-heartedly; embracing God who was kind enough to become a human being to show his love for his sinner-friends. In other words, we must be single-hearted. To remain single-hearted, one must take positive measures toward fostering one’s life with God. One can do this positively by daily prayer and genuinely seeking God with the help of a spiritual director.

d) Building Community





         

“Just as married people have each other to satisfy intimacy needs and to help each other feel “at home”, we have our community. Yet, we cannot expect friendship, love, or support without also giving them to others. I can’t demand a ready-made, loving community wherever I go without effort on my part. Community does not depend on others any more than it does on me.”
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 We must beware of blaming others for everything wrong. Community is, first of all, the persons with whom I presently live; and secondly, the whole group of those with whom I have thrown in my lot. Our mutual love frees us to put our attention on loving the people and the God we serve. The process begins when I choose to start it. Community is made up of people who are significant to me. The significant ones can be intimate friends, or religious I admire even though I don’t know them personally. These religious become like home base and can help us when we are tempted or under stress. They are the ones who can remind us of our religious commitment. Their faithfulness and care can keep us faithful.

Conclusion


Chastity is not something to keep or lose. It is a virtue that we must work at. We try to integrate our sexuality into our whole being so as to become more loving persons and specially to become single-hearted lovers of Jesus Christ.

Celibacy is a charism of relationship that enables a priest or religious to commitment to a way of loving for life. It is a gift of the Spirit which enables a person to live a full life and to overcome loneliness or isolation.
Some Questions for Discussion
· Celibacy is not well understood by many people. How would you explain it to a friend?
· What are the differences between the Traditional approach to celibacy and the more recent approaches? How do you react to them?
· Comment on the story about Francis when he was tempted. Would you react in the way he did? Discuss this.
· What are the qualities you would expect in a friend? Do you think expectations can be too high of each other in friendship?
· What are some ways that we can build up a community spirit in a religious community?










   CHAPTER SIX

A FRANCISCAN APPROACH TO DISCERNMENT

INTRODUCTION: WHAT IS DISCERNMENT ALL ABOUT?


In this section, we shall take the meaning of discernment on a spiritual level: “the possibility or capacity to discover God’s will in one’s life.” There is not a matter of distinguishing good from evil as we might find in the discerning of spirits. Here we are dealing with discerning a vocation. Is it genuine or not? How can we come to a decision as to whether a person is fit for religious profession or not? This applies not only for the formator but for the one to be professed. By considering criteria, both formator and the candidate for profession can conclude as to whether they should proceed to religious profession or not.

1. WHAT IS DISCERNMENT?













Discernment, therefore, can be taken to mean “to analyse the value of the particular tensions or interior changes and impulses that are brought about from outside. Spiritual discernment means the analysis, carried out in faith, of interior motions, situations, circumstances and person, in the light of corresponding decision to the good, and according to the will of God and the criteria of the Gospel.”
 In this process, Francis stands as our model because “he chose the essential and went to the heart of the Gospel and, as the little poor one, he received as a gift the mystery of God, of Trinitarian Love, the mystery of Christ and the Church.”


This simply means that to spiritually discern what is happening in one’s life or that of another, one must first approach the topic in faith. One needs to examine what is happening interiorly within oneself or another, judge particular situations or circumstances that a person may be in as well as the state of mind of that person using the criteria of the Gospel as guide.

a) Broadly speaking, discernment consists in choosing the means by which one travels towards one’s end for which one was created. This is a process of evaluation where one must look at motivation and the choices that a person makes in the light of that motivation.

b) Discernment presupposes an interior activity. It demands attentive and lively listening in a resonance of the soul which only can happen with the help of the Holy Spirit. Genuine discernment leads us not only to an encounter with God through the discovery of a greater intimacy with Christ in our own life, but also with the profound knowledge of oneself in the presence of Christ. Discernment, therefore, brings us to the Father through Christ in the Spirit for the sake of sending us to our brother. This is a challenge. It should be the habitual attitude of the community and each member of it to ask and seek to discover the will of God. Each day should gradually enable us to cope with the greater personal or communal decisions whatever they may be.













c) For us as Franciscans, St Francis stands as our model as a rich basis and ultimate criterion to recognize the will of God and to be able to live it ourselves so that we can be recognized through our faith and give witness to a life that is coherent and credible.














The way of discernment is shown by the relationship between knowing and carrying out the will of God. In fact, in Francis we see an intrinsic relationship between ‘knowing and doing’ which indicate that what we profess must become and does become our life. Now, to arrive at evangelical discernment, it is important that we ‘recognize’. Discernment works in the context of knowledge animated by faith, which possesses reason (which we have naturally) and intuition (that we may not have naturally, but we can receive it).


In Admonition 7, Francis puts us on guard against the danger of “knowing” which stops only on a human level of knowledge, and he exhorts us to a spiritual level:

“Those people are put to death by the letter, who only wish to know the words alone, that they might be esteemed wiser than others and be able to acquire great riches to give to their relatives and friends.

And those religious are put to death by the letter, who are not willing to follow the spirit of the divine letter but, instead, wish only to know the words and to interpret them for others.

And those people are brought to life by the spirit of the divine letter who do not attribute every letter they know, or wish to know, to the body but, by word and example, return them to the most high Lord God to Whom every good belongs.”

This passage about knowledge leading to action for Francis is a gift of God. If our knowledge does not lead us to carry out work, a true conversion, if it is simply imagined, it would be a knowledge which does not produce effects hoped for, holiness, and therefore would be sterile and the Word of God would be a dead letter.


Knowledge received from the Spirit of the Lord is tied the will and is welcomed by God. A text that shows this dynamic is contained in the Early Rule:

“…those who wish to serve the Lord God…let us desire nothing else, let us want nothing else, let nothing else please us and cause us delight except our Creator, Redeemer and Saviour…let nothing hinder us, nothing separate us, nothing come between us!”

d) This adjusting our own will to the will of God came to be called “obedience”. In this context, the humanity of Jesus has an example value for us; we are called to adjust our will to the will of God. Thus, Jesus became our guardian to fulfil what was welcomed by the Father. In prayer, Francis sought to obtain simultaneously doing-willing-pleasing insofar as he could follow in the footprints of the Son. The knowledge that God communicates in his love and with his marvels and depends on the man who desires to receive him; and so thus begins a dialogue, a personal and unrepeatable history which, through various vicissitudes, contests, and about-faces, returns and reconciliations leads man to an eternal embrace.


This relationship between one’s own will and that of God we can single out from the results, the concrete choices taken by Francis: his renunciation at the crusade, his kiss given to the leper, the decision to observe the Gospel, his submission to the Church. In him, his attention to the will of God is complete, so much so that it leads him progressively to total union with God, symbolized at the La Verna with the stigmata.



















From the Franciscan Sources, the invitation to place one’s search for the Lord above everything else occurs many times. We are to bring everything into line with this search, not in a sentimental way, but the works themselves must be the fruit of the presence of God, a duty which become total fidelity to the Spirit of the Lord.













Now, if we look at the life of St Francis, we note immediately that he put into action a continual act of discernment whether on the personal level which in his facing the fraternity, it was enough to remember the dream of Spoleto in which the Lord made himself present to overturn and cast out all his plans, his ideals, his dreams. Celano writes:
“From that time, he passionately sought the will of God concerning himself. He begged God, eternal and true, devotedly to show him the way and to teach him to accomplish his will. There was a tremendous conflict within himself which could not leave him in peace until he had achieved what he had set out to do.” (1 Cel 6)


To understand the particular style of Francis it is necessary also to understand that the whole of his life and Franciscan spirituality is a question of desire. In the approved Rule we find the central idea of this affirmation:
“Let those who are illiterate not be anxious to learn but let them pay attention to what they must desire above all else to have the Spirit of the Lord and Its holy activity.”


Many authors have defined this part of chapter ten as the “heart of the Rule”, the theological centre of Franciscan spirituality, in that it reveals the attention that Francis had and how much God was asking of him. It is the attitude of those who leave alone, who abandon all to God; he who does not seek other than to have the same thoughts as Christ, that which “is good, acceptable and perfect.”


In this sense, our Seraphic Father can be truly numbered among the great “Masters” of spiritual discernment.

2. WHAT IS MOTIVATION?

1) Desire, the “motor” of discernment








One truth should guide a person in discernment: “To want to really change and not simply perform;” a person is called to say to himself: “I will, I will most strongly, I will”. Discernment is realized with a question that the formator and the one being formed must put to themselves: “What do I really want?” 

Desire is an indicator of discernment. It is the capacity to give sense and meaning to things, and a capacity for renunciation in the face of all that could halt this journey. The person being formed is called to “dig out the desires within himself” to come to discover the truth. Such a “digging out” should bring to light one’s whole history, all his experience of life to gather what effectively is hiding behind the desire, to establish authenticity: Is it truly that which is in his heart? Does he desire it with his whole heart, mind and will? Wanting to compare ourselves more directly with Francis, we could say: “Do you want this search, this yearning with all your heart?”

Exercise


This exercise is often carried out in retreats or days of recollection.
· Seek out in what were the most significant moments, people, events in your life, and jot them down.
· Determine why these are significant for you. List the reasons.
· See what were the good memories, and those that were not so good.
· What motivated you to act in the way you did? Why were these moments, people, or events significant for you?
· Express your reaction now through prayers of sorrow, thanks, praise, etc.
Analysing our desires

It is useful to understand what the desire is and the question that makes us ask, “What is lacking in the course of my life history?” If we were to try to answer this question immediately, without thinking about it, and we write what comes to mind on a piece of paper, we would discover something interesting on which we could work. It is a question which indirectly reveals the concrete thing we seek and desire.


We must, however, keep in mind that to grow to be like Christ means to direct our attention on our own desires which more often than we would like are not the desires of Christ. True discernment is realized when we begin to desire as Christ would, which is to say, little by little, what “God desires in man.” This implies a bending of our own desires. Godin writes frankly:


“To desire a powerful God and who intervenes, born from the needs of our human condition, does not coincide with the Father who will not send his legions of angels, and will continue to make his sun rise on the good and the bad and leave the good grain with the weeds. What would such a God be for?

The desire for a just Father who uphold moral law, and who renders to each according to the measure of his works, of whom we have a longing for, does not coincide with that Father who divided all he had in two, and who awaits the return of the prodigal son to make him inherit all he had, apparently to the detriment of his brother. Isn’t a father like this somewhat scandalous? Membership in a society whose  identity may be strong and well recognizable once and for all for the exclusion of other pagan nations, but this does not coincide with the community of those, according to the Spirit, announce salvation for all  “inclusively”, including sinners. Isn’t this Utopia contradicting sociological conditions for functioning which renders a Church visible? 


This analysis attends to the desires of man which contrast with the desires of God emphasizing, as may be necessary, making a change in course or desires. This implies living the tension of Francis himself: “Grant us, O Lord, to do with your grace (a) what we should do; and (b) to want always what pleases you.”

Criteria for Discernment

Schematically, the act of wanting to discern truthfully must have the following characteristics:

a) To be wise (knowledgeable): It is important to know what one wants;
b) To be decided: It is necessary that everyone be ready and willing to always pursue the ideal that one has chosen and loves;

c) To be concrete: It is vital to demonstrate to oneself the concrete act of one’s own attachment to Christ. 
Let us compare two approaches:

	Experience of convenience

Is discerning to use Christ for one’s

own purposes
	Experience of God

is discerning to serve Christ

	a) To experience and develop natural,

      religious tendencies;

b)  To listen to one’s own desires;

c)  To satisfy one’s own desires;

d)  To assure oneself at all costs;

e)  To undertake to do one’s duty


     
	a) To experience God as gift and   

      something new in one’s life;

b) To desire according to God’s will;

      c) To provoke oneself to act;

d) To create tensions in order to grow;

e) To live relationships to give of oneself    

  


2) Reflecting on Motivation

It has been shown that many join religious Orders for natural motives, and not supernatural motives, and even at times for psychopathic (that is, those that come from a psychological state of mind) motives. Psychology teaches us about various kinds of personalities and how these are manifested in behaviour. It would be outside our scope to deal with these here, but we need to note that from the time one enters a vocation with motivations that do not have anything to do with a life that must become gift of oneself, then the task is to find positive motives that will lead to commitment or, at least, guidance to find one’s true vocation.

To understand how Francis of Assisi represents the wave of change through his Gospel life, two examples come to mind: The first from the Earlier Rule: “When the brothers go through the world, let them take nothing for the journey, neither knapsack, nor purse, nor bread, nor money, nor walking stick.”
 The verb used by the Poverello is “go” which is completely different from the preceding which was to “remain” – image of the feudal system. Also, Jesus’ words come to mind: put out into the deep, let us go to the opposite shore. That seems to indicate a way of perceiving and of thinking about our life which unchained the minds of those who listened. This change came about from reflection on the Gospel story which did not leave Francis indifferent, but gave him the possibility of reading his own story, his life, his thinking about himself with Christ in view and adopting the same way of acting as Christ, thus accommodating this life to the Word.



       

A CHART ON DISCERNMENT

	THE OBJECT
	RELATIONSHIP
	DIMENSION
	QUESTIONS
	FEELINGS

	Depth:

Verum (TRUTH)
	Relationship with God
	Transcending  i.e., looking to God approach
	- Am I alone, or is the Lord with me?

- Am I trying to find my own life, or to lose it for the Lord?
	Serenity – communion

Or

Disturbed and solitary

	Temporality:

Bonum

(GOODNESS)
	Relationship with my freedom to be open and my duty
	Volition-Cognitive i.e., willing & knowing approach
	Is it I who want or is it I who submit?

Do I know from myself or from others?
	Activity or

Passivity -
that is, inactive

	Stages:

Unum

(UNITY)
	Relationship with the object


	Affective approach i.e., being open to love
	Do I like it or dislike it?

Is it important in itself or is it important for me?


	Pleasure

Or displeasure


One now must go on to a successive stage; we must spend time with the man: every decision, in fact, is born, matures and involves the whole person.

3. ACCOMPANIMENT


This is an essential element in the pastoral care of a Franciscan. We need to know what is meant by “accompaniment” and what it aims to achieve and what is needed to achieve these aims. Let me quote Pope John Paul II :

. “Formation then is a sharing in the work of the Father who, through the Spirit, fashions the inner attitudes of the Son in the hearts of young men and women. Those in charge of formation must therefore be very familiar with the path of seeking God, so as to be able to accompany others on this journey. Sensitive to the action of grace, they will also be able to point out those obstacles which are less obvious. But above all they will disclose the beauty of following Christ and the value of the charism by which this is accomplished. They will combine the illumination of spiritual wisdom with the light shed by human means, which can be a help both in discerning the call and in forming the new man or woman, until they are genuinely free. The chief instrument of formation is personal dialogue, a practice of irreplaceable and commendable effectiveness which should take place regularly and with a certain frequency.” 























The Order of Friars Minor added to this by making the following statement: “The service of accompaniment does not substitute for the work of God, the first and only formator, or for the work of the one being accompanied, the primary agent responsible for his own formation.”

1) What is “Accompaniment”?
A STORY TO THINK ABOUT

THE SCULPTOR


There once was a sculptor working hard with his hammer and chisel on a large block of marble.  A little boy who was watching him saw nothing more than large and small pieces of stone falling away left and right.  He had no idea of what was happening.  But when the boy returned to the studio a few weeks later, he saw to his great surprise a large, powerful lion sitting in the place where the marble had stood.  With great excitement the boy ran to the sculptor and said, “Sir, tell me, how did you know there was a lion in the marble?”


In our journey towards growth, it is important to present and have an ideal model proposed that one chooses to give life to a new identity, something that will stir up the one being formed to proceed on this journey. In other words, the young person should have incentives which will shape his/her life like a sculptor who carves marble. In this way his formation will take shape and be the outcome of the process where he or she brings his or her potential to maturity. He or she comes to understand what he/she lacks and to consolidate his/her capabilities and will be able to experience personal relationships. This is part of one’s integral human development but he or she must have a clear outlook not for one’s self-fulfilment, but for the chosen values of fraternity and minority.


These values are not simply ideas but affect one’s style of life, values that are non-spoken, but which continually remind one of the choices of fraternity and minority and above all, the choice of following Christ in fidelity. To do this requires assistance from someone who will “walk with” the person in formation.


The term “accompaniment” comes from the Latin “cum pane” which means the one who shares bread with another. “Accompaniment is a temporary, systematic assistance that an adult in his maturity and experience gives to a minor, sharing part of the journey with him/ her so that this can make him know him/herself better and decide on his/her own the future with freedom and responsibility”.


This is the description of our task, both accompanier and the accompanied. It introduces us to the relational aspect which has us share the concerns and the joys of the journey. Note that concerns and joys are tied together to what one endures during one’s own life. The sharing refers to something that is deep in order to establish a relationship of accompaniment.
2) Forming a Deep Relationship

 This element of a “deep relationship” is not so much the form of help through which the accompanied is oriented to grow according to the wisdom of the accompanier, or the help that the accompanied requests to live a mature discernment (spiritual or psychological discernment or educational discussion), but “intelligent and meaningful closeness” is important. This will bring the guide to become involved with the other and help the other to “open himself up”. This is assistance towards true growth of the person to perceive what he wants most for the good of the other. This is something perceived not in words necessarily but in what has not been spoken.


St Francis stresses this in his letter to Br Leo:


“Brother Leo, your brother Francis,

health and peace. I am speaking to you,

my son, in this way as a mother – because all the words that we spoke

on the road I place and advise briefly in this message and afterwards,

it is not necessary for you to come to me for counsel.

Because I advise you thus: in whatever way it seems better to you

to please the Lord God and to follow his footprints and poverty,

you may do it with the blessing of the Lord God

and my obedience.

And if it is necessary for you for your soul for some consolation to you,

and you want to come back to me, come”.


This passage seems important to me as it allows us to experience an essentially Franciscan form of accompaniment. Note these phrases: “The words that we have exchanged along the way” and “So I say to you, my son, as a mother”; from these statements we can see the Franciscan way of coming close to the accompanied person, by remaining close at hand to him or her. The terms used by the Poverello were brief and prudent showing the genuine way for accompaniment.

Only after having reached this fundamental closeness ( “my son”) would it be possible to help, reprove, and still remain in harmony with the other.

3) Attentive Listening


We come back again to this element of “attentive listening”. “Attentive listening” allows the accompanier to discover the Spirit’s action in his companion, the one being formed. It also allows him to read the presence of conflict and immaturity, drawing out causes and consequences and offering a method for a better self-knowledge.


Trusting listening will make it possible for the formator-accompanier to obtain a deep, open communication with the accompanied which would allow the accompanier to know not only personal facts, but also the emotional states that accompany them: satisfaction, displeasure, sadness, boredom, joy, guilt, etc. Briefly, this communication will introduce the accompanier into the world of the other in his deepest attitudes and his intimate struggles.


It is important to note that it is the formator, the accompanier, who must be ready to start the process by opening himself to the other in sharing experiences, his own vocation, his faith, his struggles and the good that the Lord works in him. This is necessary to be a true “companion”, that is, one who “shares bread together” with the other. This “bread” is “the bread of faith, of hope in God, of the toil of seeking, right up to the sharing of one’s vocation, not in order to impose it, but rather to profess the beauty of a life that is fulfilled according to God’s plan. In fact, accompanying is celebrating together an experience of life.”


On the part of the accompanied, there should be openness, confidence, and a great deal of willingness to recognize one’s gifts and limitations, to find one’s true identity without fear in the face of one’s own weakness, ideas, and feelings; to sustain a solid and rigorous thinking; seeing the repercussions on one’s lifestyle and one’s exercise of freedom. Finally, one must be ready to pass from an unreal world to the real and concrete world of today.


Both the formator who accompanies and the one being formed who is accompanied need to pray together, to study and to prepare for their meetings. Improvising and not preparing for these important occasions only leads to a waste of time, and saying too much, dealing only with unimportant, insignificant matters. It may often be difficult to enlighten the conscience of another. However, it is important to remember that the accompanied creates a relationship of faith and that it cannot be neglected through the difficulties one must face, such as, in discovering one’s limitations, habits, or outside influences. It is easy to find excuses to avoid meeting because of what may appear to be something difficult to do.

4) What should Accompaniment deal with?

The ultimate and constant goal of spiritual and vocational accompaniment is in giving unity to the person around a particular value. This value, in our case, is God. A person exists in “God who is Love” (1 Jn 4:8). A person’s life is with the love of God and his story is part of this mystery of love.


To keep this unifying centre, the accompanier in his service must keep three fundamental aspects of growth in mind: affectivity, faith, and apostolic life. In each of these the accompaniment must lead the accompanied to make very concrete options that are consistent with the unifying value, the God of Love:

a) Affectivity
: The accompanier must make the accompanied open to firstly embrace his own personal family story. There are many believers who cannot read their own story as a story of what God has done in them. One must try to perceive the sense of the story in relation to one’s own life, to be grateful for what God has done, and to look positively at the past without  distortion, because that would change the meaning of events. The accompaniment must make it possible for a reconciliation with one’s own story from the psychological point of view. The goal is the founding of one’s reality in the experience of God, recognizing one’s story as grace and as salvation.





















Still in the affective area, the accompanier must lead the accompanied to an acceptance of the other as different without letting this impede his self-affirmation. Starting with God’s salvific love, we discover that our vocation is love. And this discovery leads us to love others in their reality and to accept them as they are.
















The accompanier must also prepare the accompanied to accept solitude, which at times can involve a “desert experience.” But solitude reveals a fundamental truth about us: alone we are incomplete. The person cannot live for himself. It manifests an emptiness, a lack at the depths of our being. The temptation is to fill this emptiness with a variety of “things”. Notwithstanding this, the solitude remains, and we have to get used to it and put up with it. The accompanier should lead the accompanied to live out his/her solitude and transform it. If this happens, then the veil of the temple will be torn in two and he/she will discover that God is deep within him/her and, no longer feeling alone, he/she will be free to love freely.

b) In the area of Faith: Vocational and spiritual accompaniment has the ultimate goal of helping the accompanied person to see the loving presence of God in his life, in such a way that he can speak to God, starting from his own story and not only from his own religious culture. Only the experience of God’s loving presence in his life will make it possible to give a believing and consistent meaning to the fragments and events of a life. The individual then will feel that he/she is the subject of his existence and will be able to make his/her faith the unifying nucleus of all of his/her life. Only in this way will faith become personal. It will involve the whole person and not just part of it, and it will be transformed in the source of every life choice. In that moment God will be the absolute of life – “My God and my All” – and the person will freely choose to depend on the One who loves and who is worthy to be loved.

c) In the Apostolic area: vocational and spiritual accompaniment will have to lead to a choice of a way of being and acting that is in harmony with the following of Christ according to Francis’ form of life, so that they may become a key element of discernment at the moment of concrete apostolic options.


  We could add one last piece of advice from recent documents.
“Accompaniment, be it of the fraternity or of the individual Friar or candidate, requires a climate of confidence, and familiarity (cf. Rb 6:7) so that he who is accompanying, “as a mother”, can really ‘love and nourish his spiritual brother’ (Rb 6:8). This climate is achieved by:

:



a) promoting fraternal life in all its dimensions so that the Friar that accompanies is and is shown to be a brother to all;
b) living in the simplicity of life that is born of listening to the Word and that leads to the essential;

c) living as Minors in relation to one another, accepting each Friar in his own reality and promoting positive attitudes (GGCC 40);

d) announcing the Good News of the love of God and embracing the world in Christ, in an attitude of critical and, at the same time, fruitful dialogue.

Br Massimo Reschiglian, ofm sums this up well when he describes the process of Accompaniment:

Firstly, one must build up a climate of mutual trust between the two, the accompanier and the one being accompanied; This may mean overcoming one’s own reluctance to share one’s life with another, being open to each other, being honest with oneself, etc. What is happening in me at this time?

Secondly, both must be open to the movements of the Spirit, being alert to those signs that become manifest in the course of the conversation. E.g., Jesus at Emmaus and the two disciples.

Thirdly, one’s spiritual needs should be expressed and appreciated. What do I see as God’s wish for me at this time? What are my strengths and weaknesses? Do I see myself as dependent upon God? What is truly important for me at this time? What are the obstacles to my progress? We need to remember that interior transformation only comes through trials and suffering.

Conclusion

“Following the footprints of Jesus Christ more closely” was St Francis’ purpose and it should be ours also. It is also the principal objective of his formative plan in our initial and on-going formation. 


The formation process must bring about a change in the one being formed. The person being formed must take on a Gospel identity through an interior transformation so much so that others in his or her community must recognize that a change has taken place. The one being formed must be able to resist the difficulties of our times and mission.
 This is where accompaniment – together with spiritual direction - can help to achieve this aim in bringing about such a transformation.


The ideas that we have examined in this chapter should be helpful in forming our own plan and guiding us as we move together following Christ in the pattern of St Francis and St Clare. It is a task we have in hand and one in which we can be encouraged to share with others.

Review of Part Two of Unit Four

Here are some questions to help you review this section:

· What are the differences between Jewish discipleship and Christian discipleship?

· What are the seven characteristics we noted about Franciscan discipleship? Comment on each one of them.

· How did St Francis and St Clare understand their commitment to Gospel poverty?

· How do you think Franciscan poverty differs from other Orders’ understanding of poverty?

· What do you understand by the term “God’s preferential option for the poor”? How does this apply to Franciscan life today?

· Why is humility such an important aspect of Franciscan living?

· How is Franciscan Obedience related to Franciscan Poverty?

· What do you understand by “Franciscan Obedience”? Do you think it means giving up one’s will? Explain this.

· What do you understand by “Franciscan Celibacy”? 

· Explain the term “consecrated life”. Is it the same as “religious life”?

· What is the difference between “religious commitment” and “lay commitment” to Franciscan life?

· What do you understand by “discernment” of one’s vocation?

· What are the roles of motivation and accompaniment in the formation process?
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