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1. Introduction
It seems contradictory to speak about finances and fraternity. Too often finances cause divisions in the Fraternity, give rise to problems and foment discord. If the Fraternity does not have sufficient financial means, the life of the Fraternity languishes and many initiatives die without fruit for lack of economic and financial support. On the other hand, if the Fraternity has ample financial means, or possesses substantial assets, the problems of managing the funds or assets can overshadow the task of animating and guiding the Fraternity. In spite of all this, the Rule (art. 25), establishes that “all the brothers and sisters should offer a contribution... for the expenses... of the fraternity".

During visits, when stressing the responsibility of the Fraternities to contribute to the needs of the Councils at the higher level (Rule 25), it is often said: "Our Fraternities are poor, they can hardly maintain their own life; they cannot contribute to the other Councils". Or: "We never speak about money; we give a generous service to the Fraternities without asking to be paid and we expect the Councils at the higher level to do the same". Others on the contrary say: "After we started to contribute to the expenses of the Councils at the higher level, we received a much better and dedicated service". Or: "After our local Fraternities started to contribute to our expenses, they are much more interested in the life of the Order on the national and international levels".

2. Who pays, owns
Every Fraternity needs financial means for its life, for its service and for "the needs of worship, of the apostolate, and of charity" (Rule. 25). In the same way, every Council needs economic and financial means to be able to give its service and to animate and guide the Fraternity. Today, there exists no Fraternity at whatever level or in whatever country which can live without some person paying some money.

It is important for the life of the Fraternity to know who spends, but it is still more important to know who pays, i.e. from whom or from where the money comes. It is good to remember a fundamental economic fact: "Who pays, owns".

A Fraternity which lives from the contributions of all the brothers and sisters (Rule 25) is owned by all its members and all will feel themselves involved and co-responsible. A Fraternity which counts on other contributions, sooner or later will need to respond to the person or persons who provide the financial means to survive. There are many and quite different situations, but in the end it always remains true: "Who pays, owns".

There are Fraternities, at all levels, where the Minister or the Council members take care of the expenses of the Council or of the Fraternity. They are often very generous people, who do this out of the best of intentions. They do not want to hear about reimbursement of expenses or about "accounts of giving and receiving" (Phil. 4, 15). They do the work, like the Apostle Paul, "without any expenses, without using the rights" connected to the service (1 Cor. 9, 18). The Fraternity in fact is often quite happy to have found such a Minister or such Council members.

Other Fraternities lean upon the religious who give spiritual assistance or on their spiritual Assistant for a good part of the expenses to be met. The Fraternity is a guest in the convent or the parish, uses its premises for the meetings, with light and water, takes advantage of the means of communication or of transport of the religious, all this without any "accounts of giving and receiving". Often enough both parties are happy, the religious because they know that they can count on the Fraternity for their activities, and the Fraternity because it has found a sure and protected place to live.

Other Fraternities finally have a patrimony, or assets accumulated in the past, or receive extraordinary financial contributions, e.g. inheritances, legacies or gifts, coming from inside or outside the Fraternity. They think themselves fortunate to be able to provide for their needs without having to ask each member to make the effort to meet the financial needs of the works of the Fraternity.

However, it remains always true: "Who pays, owns". It might be the Minister or the members of the Council, the spiritual Assistant or the religious, the manager or the Board who determines the life of the Fraternity. The elections and the "concrete and courageous choices, appropriate for the situation of the Fraternity" (Const. 50) will always be made in reference to the concrete situation of the Fraternity. If the life of the Fraternity depends on the contributions, financial or otherwise, of one single person or of a small group of persons, it will be impossible not to be very attentive to their wishes.

Only in the case that the Fraternity, for its life, depends on the "contributions, according to their means" of all its members, will the Fraternity be free to choose on the basis of its own life and of the needs of all its members. Only in this case "all pay" and therefore "all own".

3. Solidarity
The General Constitutions (Art. 30, 3) say further that the "contribution, according to each one's means" has to be given "in a family spirit". Both expressions should be read in terms of solidarity. The contributions of all brothers and sisters are not seen as isolated gestures, but together, according to each one's means, according to the situations and the means of the family, of the Fraternity and all its members. The financial contribution is an expression of solidarity and fraternity.

The contribution given in a family spirit, means that one gives spontaneously, free and not forced. It means also that it is seen as one's own, a contribution given to one's own family, not as a donation or as a debt paid to an outsider. Not all members of the family have the same means: some work, others study; still others are jobless or live from their pension, etc. It is quite natural that these differences are taken into consideration, by the Fraternity and by the person contributing.

The Fraternity needs to show understanding to the person who has very limited economic possibilities and therefore cannot contribute much. But the Fraternity should also be sure and if necessary even insist that the more wealthy brothers and sisters contribute according to their bigger means.

All brothers and sisters, on their part, should be convinced of their duty to offer a contribution according to their own means. The richer brothers and sisters should feel the duty to offer substantial contributions. But also the financially poorer brothers and sisters should feel it their duty to offer their own penny. All contributions are important for the Fraternity, because all contributions to the life of the family are important, from the little baby to the old grandfather. In Fraternity, the widow's mite is as important as the check of her rich brother.

Solidarity starts in one's own Fraternity, among the members of the local Fraternity, where all need to contribute according to their own means. To arrive at this consciousness calls for a patient and constant effort of formation on the part of the Council. It is not enough to establish a fixed contribution to be given each month. Such a kind of contribution lacks solidarity. An "equal" contribution in terms of the same amount of money is not equal in relation to the financial means of each member and puts a heavier burden on the shoulders of the weaker members of the Fraternity. To learn to contribute "in a family spirit... according to one's own means" (Const. 30, 3) is to learn to live in Fraternity, in solidarity with all brothers and sisters.

Solidarity means that each one offers what he or she can offer, with the same generosity and the same effort according to one's own means. Solidarity means also that the contributions are put together and are used for the needs of the Fraternity and of all its members. Family spirit is important in regard to expenses as well. Because not only the contributions should be according to one's own means. The expenditures too should be made in a family spirit, where not all members have the same needs. The needs of a handicapped brother or sister are not the same as those of a person who moves freely; a medical doctor or a notary has different obligations and expenses than a bus-driver or a street-sweeper. A Fraternity with a score of members has different needs than one with hundreds; a Fraternity running big works of charity has different needs from the one just helping other charitable agencies in the diocese or in the parish.
What has been said is valid for the Fraternities at all levels: local, regional, national and international. With the sole difference that at the higher levels, "Fraternities should contribute" (Rule 25) to "the operation of the Fraternities at higher levels" (Const. 30, 3). Here too it remains true that all Fraternities should contribute in a family spirit, according to their own means. Here too solidarity means that all offer the contribution they can give and receive the service they need. Here too a patient and constant effort of formation is needed, so that all Fraternities become conscious of their duty to contribute to the needs of the whole Order, at all its levels.

4. Transparency and control
Solidarity brings about transparency in the financial administration of the Fraternity. Any contribution, given in a family spirit, with great trust, deserves to be received with gratitude, administered diligently and spent responsibly. The financial resources of the Fraternity are owned by all the members of the Fraternity, who have entrusted to the Council the task of deciding the destination of the funds and of managing the economic affairs of the Fraternity (see Const. 50, e). The treasurer has "to render an account of his or her administration to the assembly and to the council of the Fraternity" (Const. 52, 4). The Rule says: (Art. 11) "Let them be mindful that according to the gospel they are stewards of the goods received", stewards, not owners.

The participation of all brothers and sisters in the financial affairs of the Fraternity is not limited to the one act of handing over their contribution. They participate also in its control and need to be involved and interested in the financial and economic affairs of the Fraternity. To be able to do this, the Council should open its accounts to the Chapter or Assembly of the Fraternity, so that the members can obtain a clear picture of the financial and economic situation of the Fraternity. Solidarity should not be limited to the giving stage. It is also needed in the stages of managing and spending.

Here too solidarity starts inside the Fraternity Council itself. The members of the Council not only have the right to know the exact financial situation of the Fraternity but they even have the duty to know this in order to take adequate financial decisions for the Fraternity. It is for this that the treasurer should give an account of his or her management to the Council.

Solidarity and transparency are impossible without control. Due financial controls are expressions of solidarity to help the treasurer and the Council in the economic management of the Fraternity. They should therefore be regular and habitual, not sporadic and arbitrary. The resulting financial transparency will involve all members of the Fraternity in its economic management, and will render them more inclined to contribute. Financial controls also put the Fraternity in a position to absolve the Council, at the end of its mandate, from all its financial responsibility.

5. Autonomy
In her report to the General Chapter in 1996, the General Minister, Emanuela De Nunzio SFO, says: "External autonomy requires an independent structure, with its own headquarters and financing, that is capable of putting programs into action without the need to appeal for help from others, organizations or private persons, religious or secular" ( Atti. Rome, 1997, p. 82).

It is true at all levels that the Fraternity will be autonomous only if it can put its own programs in action without need to appeal for help from others. This is true for human resources and for financial resources as well. A local Fraternity will be autonomous and will have its own life if it succeeds in finding, among its own members, persons capable of guiding and animating the Fraternity and also the needed material and financial resources. To be autonomous, the Fraternity should finance itself, at least for its ordinary day to day activities.

Any self-financing needs a budget where expenditure does not exceed income. Deficit financing, where expenditure exceeds income, by definition relies upon outside help, given in the form of loans or gifts. To finance itself, the Fraternity should balance its budget: reduce expenditure, increase income, or both at the same time. This is quite a difficult job, which presupposes a patient and constant formation, above all when the Fraternity was accustomed to rely on others for its own life. Autonomy is precious and is needed for the SFO, because: "Autonomy, with unity and secularity, is a single reality. There cannot exist a totally autonomous SFO if it is not one, nor there a really secular SFO if it depends on religious." (id., p. 82-83).

Self-financing is not exclusively and not even principally an economic or financial affair. Self-financing is based on the determination of the Fraternity and of its members to be self-reliant, to be autonomous, free to determine its own life. Once this determination is acquired, self-financing becomes possible also in difficult and poor economic situations. Without this "forma mentis", this mind-set, without this formation for autonomy, self-financing will be very difficult and not feasible. It is just wishful thinking to try to arrive at self-financing and the resulting autonomy, either exclusively or primarily by pure financial measures.

Self-financing, like self-reliance and autonomy, is based on the will of the brothers and sisters who form the Fraternity and not on their economic situation. A Fraternity which want to finance itself will have to start with a program of formation for autonomy, for solidarity and transparency in their relationships, not only in the economic and financial fields, but in the life of the Fraternity. Only thus can the Fraternity be itself and live fully the Gospel in its own secular state of life.

6. How to increase income?
One needs to be creative and to involve the whole Fraternity.

A very common method is to have a free and secret collection, where each member offers a contribution according to his or her own means. This is effective on condition that the members know the needs of the Fraternity, support its programs, are ready to cover the relevant financial expenditures and trust their Council and their Treasurer.

In the absence of these conditions, many Fraternities have established a fixed contribution to be paid periodically. Some of them consider this contribution obligatory, others as a guideline or a minimum which can be supplemented by free gifts. This is the normal way at all higher levels: regional, national and international.

The existence of this method however often indicates a lack of solidarity and co-responsibility for the life of the Fraternity. Whenever a Council needs to insist and impose sanctions, more or less severe, to obtain some result, it needs to ask itself why this approach is necessary. The main reason is almost never economic poverty or insufficient financial means of the members of the Fraternity. At the local level, the main reason will often be a lack of financial transparency of the Council, or a lack of trust by the members in the financial management of the secular members of the Council. At the higher levels, the cause is often a lack of information or insistence on part of the Council at the higher level, and on part of the lower level a poor sense of involvement or responsibility to contribute to the functioning of the Fraternities at the higher levels. It is of course also true that any Fraternity which does not manage to finance itself will find it very difficult to contribute to the functioning of its immediate higher level.

Other possibilities, above all at the local level, are to start together some money earning activities. Many African Fraternities have a common field, cultivated by the members together, and use its harvest for the Fraternity fund. Other Fraternities have a workshop and organize fairs, or make bricks for sale, wash cars, sell tickets for local soccer matches, guard parked cars, organize bingo parties or song festivals, sell sweets or cakes on the steps of the Church or prepare local take-home dishes, etc.

One needs to help the members to see their financial involvement in a more concrete way. There are members who have designated a tree to be the "SFO tree": all its fruits will go to the SFO. Others have declared a chicken or a goat to be of the SFO. They look after it, sell the eggs or the milk and give this once a month to the Fraternity. Other members before every meal they prepare take a spoonful of rice or tapioca and put this aside. At the end of the month, this is sold and the money given to the Fraternity. I know a medical doctor who puts aside for the SFO the fee he receives from the first patient he treats on the first Monday of the month. Others have earmarked a certain per-thousand of their salary for the SFO.

