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INTRODUCTION

I would like to introduce the theme of collegial assistance to the Secular Franciscan Order (SFO) according to the Statutes for Spiritual and Pastoral Assistance to the SFO.
1.
STATUTES AND COLLEGIALITY

The first statement that we find in the Statutes concerning the collegiality of the assistance to the SFO is the following:

“The spiritual and pastoral care” (Art. 2) to the SFO “is exercised according to these present Statutes, common to the four religious Orders (OFM, OFMConv, OFMCap, TOR) and must be performed collegially at all levels above the local level (Art. 3.2)
.”

Let us reflect for a moment upon this text.
1.1.
“Spiritual and pastoral care”
The first element concerns spiritual and pastoral care. This means a twofold attention: “spiritual and pastoral”.
It is “spiritual” in so far as it deals with the Holy Spirit, who raised up the Franciscan Family in the Church
.
Our first duty regarding to the Secular Franciscans is: “to foster a deeper insight into Franciscan spirituality”
, “to animate spiritually”
 and offer suitable spiritual reflections
. Our care is also “pastoral”, meaning that it deals with the pastor office as it is understood and carried out in the Catholic Church.
1.2.
Care according to the “Statutes, common to the four religious Orders”
The second element is this: The spiritual and pastoral care of the SFO “is exercised according to these present Statutes, common to the four religious Orders (OFM, OFMConv, OFMCap, TOR)”.
This is our second commitment: to know the Statutes, which were approved by the Conference of General Ministers of the First Order and the TOR October 4th 2009.
Our Statutes are an easy tool for our tasks, and I say “our” because they are “common to the four religious Orders (OFM, OFMConv, OFMCap, TOR)”. Hopefully, each and every one of you has a copy.
1.3.
A collegial care 
The third element rightly refers to collegiality, in so far as the spiritual and pastoral care must be performed collegially at all levels above the local level, that is to say the regional, national and international level.
The main characters of this spiritual and pastoral care of the SFO are, in the first place, Major Superiors, and in the second place Spiritual Assistants. If they are more than one in the same territory, they form a Conference and give their service collegially to the SFO and to the Franciscan Youth.

All the members of the different Conferences are called to work together and learn how to agree as a team work.

2.
MAJOR SUPERIORS
“The spiritual and pastoral care of the SFO, entrusted by the Church to the Franciscan First Order and the TOR, is the duty above all of their general and provincial ministers. The altius moderamen, of which canon 303 speaks, belongs to them. The purpose of the altius moderamen is to guarantee the fidelity of the SFO to the Franciscan charism, communion with the Church and union with the Franciscan family, values which represent a vital commitment for the secular Franciscans”
.
2.1.
A duty to perform
Dealing with this subject we have to keep in mind that “the spiritual and pastoral care of the SFO is the duty above all of the Major Superiors of the First Order and the TOR” 
.

It’s a matter of “duty”
, not an optional: “The Franciscan major superiors remain responsible for the quality of spiritual assistance and pastoral care”
. “Therefore, as a concrete sign of communion and co-responsibility, religious superiors must assure spiritual assistance to all the fraternities of the SFO”
. “They should also foster the formation and the interest of their own religious in the SFO and ensure a specific preparation for the Assistants so that they will be suitable and well-prepared”
. “They may exercise this office personally or through a delegate”
.


I say so because today many Franciscan religious are attracted by other ecclesial groups or movements, and they are not aware of the richness of their own spirituality.
2.2.
The way in which Major Superiors exercise their office
How Major Superiors exercise their office?

According to the Statutes, General Ministers, Provincial Ministers and Major superiors “exercise their office through:
· the establishment of local fraternities;
· pastoral visits;
· spiritual assistance”
.
2.3.
The collegiality of Provincial Ministers
“The major superiors with jurisdiction in the same territory are to establish together the most adequate means for carrying out collegially their mission with respect to the regional and national fraternities of the SFO”
.


The text says “they establish together”, that is they reach an agreement (both verbal and written, such as a short set of rules) concerning certain norms to be adopted that take into account the following:
“They are likewise to jointly draw up procedures for the appointment of the national and regional Assistants and also to establish from which Superiors the national and regional Councils of the SFO should request an Assistant”
.


There are two elements that must be considered in this respect: a) the dialogue of Major Superiors with national and regional SFO councils so that they know to whom to ask for the Assistant; and b) the appointment of national and regional Assistants and its procedure, for example establishing which Superior has to make the appointment and for how long it will last.  This latter point is dealt with in Articles 15.2; 19.1 e 21.1 of the Statutes.

It’s very important to take into consideration the following:

· “Where more than one major Superior of the same Order is involved in the appointment of an Assistant, the norms established jointly by the Superiors with jurisdiction in the territory should be followed”
;
· “The appointment of the Assistant is made in writing and for a limited time, which accumulated cannot be more than twelve years”
.
· “When it is not possible to give the fraternity a Spiritual Assistant who is a member of the First Order or the TOR, the competent major Superior can entrust the service of spiritual assistance to: 
a) religious brothers or sisters of other Franciscan institutes;

b) secular Franciscans, cleric or lay, specially prepared for such service;

c) other diocesan clerics or non-Franciscan religious.

3.
SPIRITUAL ASSISTANTS
This theme deals with the spiritual assistance to Fraternities and their Councils at different levels.
3.1.
Purpose of spiritual assistance
In the Article 2.3 of the Statutes we can read:
“The purpose of spiritual assistance is to foster communion with the Church and with the Franciscan Family through witness and sharing of Franciscan spirituality, to cooperate in initial and on-going formation of secular Franciscans and to express the fraternal affection of the religious towards the SFO”
.

These two elements (to foster the communion with the Church and to cooperate in the initial and on-going formation) have now, through the work of the Assistants, to be put into practice:
1. through the testimony and sharing of the Franciscan spirituality;
2. through the cooperation in the initial and on-going formation of secular Franciscans;
3. through the expression of fraternal affection of the religious towards the SFO.
3.2.
Collegial service for the spiritual assistance
In the Article 16.2 of the Statutes we can read:

 “At the international, national, and regional level, the Assistants, if there are more than one, form a Conference and give their service collegially to the SFO and to the Franciscan Youth”
.


We can talk about collegiality of the Assistants when they are more than one, that is to say when there is the possibility of forming a Conference.


In the Article 16.3 of the Statutes we can read:
“Each Conference of Assistants functions according to its own internal by-laws, approved by their respective major Superiors”.


These by-laws do not have to be very long and complex. Quite the contrary, being an internal by-law it can easily be contained in one page, including the following points:

1. To define which Conference we are talking about, if it is of national or regional Assistants;

2. The commitment of the Conference
;

3. The place where the Conference is located, that might correspond with that of the national or regional Conference;

4. The quorum that has to be reached in order to fully function;

5. The procedures to be followed to take decisions;
6. The length of time of the mandate of the CAS President and Secretary;
7. The procedures for calling and presiding over the meetings, as well as for establishing the agenda;

8. The Secretary’s commitment;

9. The criteria to designate the Visitor and the participants to the national Chapters of the SFO;

10. The representation of CAS (the President or a spokesman);
11. Any other task that might be performed.


In the Article 16.1 of the Statutes we can read:

“The number of Assistants who are members of the Councils at the various levels shall correspond to the number of Orders which in fact provide assistance to the local fraternities in the sphere of the international, national, or regional fraternity”.

We have to keep in mind here that within certain fraternities “at the heart of the regional [or national] Council there can be set up an executive council (or board) whose duties are determined by those same statutes”
. This means that if a Conference is composed of four Assistants, one of them can be part of the Executive Board and all of them be part of the national Council. It is also possible that the four of them are part of the national Council and also of the Executive Board, but must be inserted in the national Statute. In the case of a regional Conference, this has to be foreseen also in the Statutes of the regions to which they belong.

Regarding the participation of the Assistants in the national or regional Chapter, it must be taken into consideration what it is established in the Statutes for the Assistants (16.4):

“The national and regional Statutes of the SFO establish the number of Assistants who will participate at the national or regional Chapter, the way they are selected, and what kind of participation they will have”.


So, now that the SFO Statutes of India is going to be updated, it’s important to consider all that we have said.

Finally, since the Assistants are responsible “for the animation of liturgical celebrations and spiritual reflections during the meetings of the Council or of the Chapter” (Art. 13.3), these commitments can be the object of a fraternal collegial service.
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