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In spite of the fact that the Church regards the family as the basic unit of society, the word “family” does not appear as an entry in the two thousand three hundred and sixty two pages of the Dizionario Francescano, which is published by the Saint Anthony Messenger Press in Padua and which covers an exhaustive number of topics that touch Franciscan Spirituality. There appears to be a hesitation to connect Franciscan Spirituality with the family.


However, in early Franciscan sources such as the writings of Saint Francis and Saint Clare, family relationships seem to be the key to understanding our union with God. In both editions of his Admonition and Exhortation to the Faithful, St Francis asserts that we are brothers and sisters, mothers and spouses to Christ, and in her Letters to Agnes, Saint Clare continually returns to the relationship between spouses to describe our loving relationship with the Lord. It is remarkable that two celibate Saints find images taken from family life so useful when treating of the deepest aspects of spirituality.

Although membership in the Secular Franciscan Order is open to Diocesan Priests and Article 24, 2 makes specific reference to paying fraternal attention to those who are single, widows, single parents, separated or divorced, most Secular Franciscans live in a family. Chapter Two of the Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order deals with the Secular Franciscan way of life and speaks about the family as a special place where Secular Franciscans can spread the Good News of the Gospel message. This chapter speaks about three situations in which Secular Franciscans can be very effective in spreading the values of the Gospel. In society at large, they can be agents who promote the interpersonal relationships of fraternity in a world that is cold, competitive and alienating. In the workplace, they can show that they “esteem work both as a gift and as a sharing in the creation, redemption and service of the human community.” (Rule 16). With respect to the environment of the family, the Rule has this to say:
In their family they should cultivate the Franciscan spirit of peace, fidelity and respect for life, striving to make of it a sign of a world already renewed in Christ.
By living the grace of matrimony, husbands and wives in particular should bear witness in the world to the love of Christ for his Church. They should joyfully accompany their children on their human and spiritual journey by providing a simple and open Christian education and being attentive to the vocation of each child (Rule 17).

This passage of the Rule of the Secular Franciscans makes three important points:
1. the family should cultivate a spirit of peace, fidelity and respect for life;
2. the Sacrament of Matrimony should remind everyone of the love of Christ for His Church;
3. parents should accompany their children on their human and spiritual journey and pay attention to the vocation of each one.

The first point touches on three very important facts of life: family feuds are often the bitterest scenes of hatred that one can image, practices in some sections of our society undervalue fidelity in marriage, and right to life is a major issue these days. Consideration of any of these topics would require an essay of its own.
The second point refers to the sacramental quality of Matrimony as a sacred sign of the union of Christ and his Church and implies that the only visible example of this union which has been set up by Christ to inspire the world and the Church regarding the spiritual depth of this association is the sign of how the two become one in Matrimony. It is the vocation of married couples to show the rest of us an example of the kind of love Christ has for each one of us. With respect to this the General Constitutions of the Secular Franciscans have this to say:

Married couples find in the Rule of the SFO an effective aid in their own journey of Christian life, aware that, in the sacrament of matrimony, their love shares in the love that Christ has for his Church. The way spouses love each other and affirm the value of fidelity is a profound witness for their own family, the Church, and the world (Art 24, 1).

This topic also requires a whole essay.

The third point refers to how parents should accompany their children on their human and spiritual journey, being constantly aware of the specific vocation of each child. In what follows, I would like to say something more about this topic.

It seems to me that the accompaniment of children in their human and spiritual development is often the hardest task of parents. A mother once said to me: “Small children are a pain in the neck whereas older children are a pain in the heart.”  We are living in the third generation of religious indifference and parents suffer greatly when they see children being indifferent to things which the parent holds dear. Article 24, 1 of the General Constitutions states that:
Secular Franciscans should consider their own family to be the first place in which to live their Christian commitment and Franciscan vocation. They should make space within it for prayer, for the Word of God, and for Christian catechesis.
Many SFO members who are deeply committed to their profession find it a real challenge to find space for prayer, for reading the Word of God, and for catechesis within the family. It can be hard enough for an SFO member who is alone in a family to find space to pray the Divine Office, let alone anything more. Someone I know recently asked a class in a Catholic Primary School whether anyone could tell him a Bible story. There was complete silence. The response was a little better the following week when the teacher had primed the class for such a question. With many children not being brought to Sunday Mass, they have not even heard the Gospel as it is proclaimed during the Liturgy. Once children go outside the home today, they seem to be encouraged to question what their parents tell them and this makes it harder to give catechesis within the family. In extreme cases, we hear stories of children who are prepared to sue or divorce their parents. Such a scene has increased the burden and heartbreak experienced by parents.
In the face of this difficult situation, there are some who would implement a programme of enforcement. They would take the horse to water and make it drink. They would advocate restoring what worked in the past and impose it today. They seem to see the Church as an institution of power, privilege and prestige that can compel submission. What is more, they accuse those who do not take up this position of compromising values. There is nothing new about this attitude, as people we read about in the Gospel accused our Lord of eating and drinking with sinners and thus compromising what he was supposed to stand for.
The basic reason why a “restoration” strategy will not be effective is that the world itself has changed. Young people as well as many others do not listen to authority or appreciate what it says. This is one of the reasons why so many young people have lost their sense of direction and faith in the future. When adults continue to moan about climate change, the financial crisis, nuclear war, population explosion without attempting to offer a solution, when some scientists declare that genetic research has changed science from being an investigation into how nature work to dictating how it will work, why should young people adopt any philosophy of life other than enjoyment of the moment for there is nothing in the future.  Rates of youth suicide are much higher these days than ever before. 

The fact that the world has changed does not mean that we should not look back in history to find the solution to our present problem. Indeed, if we look into history, we find that history repeats itself and past experience is a powerful teacher.

Pope Benedict visited England to beatify Cardinal Newman. The ceremony took place in a park in Birmingham where Newman recreated when he was a simple priest in an industrial city. Cardinal Newman once said that one little deed, whether it is done by someone who visits the sick and needy or who forgives an enemy, evinces more true faith than could be shown by “the most fluent religious conversation” or “the most intimate knowledge of scripture.” Newman himself is remembered for his tireless visiting of the sick during the outbreak of cholera in Birmingham. When he died, thousands of the poor turned out for his funeral and the words that were inscribed on his coffin read; “Heart speaks to heart.”
We have to reach the hearts of our children and not close the door or lock them out through punishment, banishment or ostracism. The Constitutions of the SFO speak about a “journey”. A journey is long, painful and full of changing situations.

Those who are not parents need to support parents in these difficult moments. There are many influences outside the family trying to persuade children not to listen to their parents. We should support, not criticise, parents and encourage them to know that God will listen to their prayers.
In the light of what has just been said, perhaps we could revisit Article 24 of the SFO Constitutions and expand the scope and meaning of what is said there.

The Article (24) asks parents to “create a space for prayer”. If we regard prayer as a sigh expressing union with God and awareness of his presence and actions in our lives, then even where there does not appear to something which is expressed formally or in words we will still find spiritual hunger and a search for what is eternal. Saint Augustine would have defined this void that exists in the hearts of so many young people today as a restlessness that would not find peace “until we rest in Thee”. Saint Augustine admitted that it took him a long time to find God and he wished he had done so much sooner, but the prayers of his mother were answered. The Good Thief repented on his deathbed, and it took an embarrassing fall to change Saint Peter’s frame of mind. Nature abhors a vacuum and it will fill it. Our target is the restless young person who is searching for meaning. Words and ritual alone will not fill this void. It requires a sympathetic accompaniment, a journey from disbelief into faith.
Article 24 states that parents are to find space “for the Word of God”. Saint Francis once said that when you preach you sometimes use words. Once when Saint Francis visited Saint Clare and her Sisters he tried their patience by not saying anything and simply sitting in the middle of the room. The Word of God is not shared exclusively by reading out a text. Living Gospel stories and doing what we profess, that is to follow the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, is passing on the word of God. What we have quoted above from Cardinal Newman says the same thing. What attracted many people to notice early Christians was not what they said but the way they loved one another. What is required is living the Gospel, not reading it to someone.
Article 24 speaks about making space for “Christian catechesis”. As we said, this might not be achieved by reading a text. However, we should listen to what young people are asking and not ignore or dismiss it, even if it seems to us to be trivial or nonsense. If we cannot answer it because the question involves understanding one of the mysteries of God, we should admit this. This will be a testimony that it is not absurd to accept some things that we cannot understand. I watch TV without understanding how it works. No one has a mind as big as God’s mind and it is not embarrassing to admit it. Young people will be impressed when they know that we do not know it all but struggle on in faith and hope, which will only disappear in heaven.
The SFO Rule also exhorts parents to recognise the vocation of each child (Rule 17). Once more, the parent is being called upon to be supportive even when it is appropriate to offer directives. Although vocations can be various, they are all still a gift of God which both the parent and the child should accept with gratitude. This is another occasion when launching out in life should be accompanied by prayer, not only for guidance in the choice but for support and perseverance along the way ahead.

Finally, the SFO Constitutions do not place the entire burden on parents. Article 24, 2 requires the whole fraternity to “share the important moments of the family life of their Franciscan brothers and sisters” and “should give special attention to those – single, widows, single parents, separated, divorced – who are living in difficult situations.” Members of a fraternity have the right to rely on the prayer and support of the others. Whenever members experience the love and concern of their fellow members, it should be an example to them of the way in which they should reach out to others. Surely the greatest source of discouragement for struggling parents is being confronted by self righteous judgemental people who have no sympathy for the difficulties of attending to young people today. Article 24, 2 demands that the SFO fraternity be supportive of parents. This obligation, in fact, is more basic than setting up youth groups. Pastoral work with young people begins in the home, and all of us can start by helping parents. It is with this in mind that the Constitutions state “the formation of groups of married couples and of family groups should be encouraged” (Article 24, 2).
The Rule and Constitutions of the SFO see the family as a place of loving communion, a model of what the Church should be, of what the SFO fraternity should be and ultimately of the union of Christ with each one of us. The Constitutions state that the fraternity should “create conditions for suitable dialogue between generations” (Article 24, 2).

All that we have been saying is set out quite clearly in the SFO Rule.

Mindful that they are bearers of peace which must be built up unceasingly, they should seek out ways of unity and fraternal harmony through dialogue, trusting in the presence of the divine seed in everyone and in the transforming power of love and pardon.

Messengers of perfect joy in every circumstance, they should strive to bring joy and hope to others (Rule 19).
