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PART THREE:

THE EVOLUTION OF

THE SECULAR FRANCICAN ORDER
RULE

Lesson 12: THE “PRIMITIVE” RULE: MEMORIALE PROPOSITI

Introduction: 


If we are going to do something over a period of time, we usually plan. For example, if I am going to go on a long holiday, I will first sit down and plan where I would like to go and how long I would like to spend at a particular place. In the same way, any organization must have a plan of action: what they are there for and what they want to do. The Third Order of St Francis took over a plan that had been worked out and that they adapted to their own needs. This plan was produced by Cardinal Hugolino and it is called the Memoriale propositi
.

What is the Memoriale propositi?


The term “Propositum”, used in the title and in the preceding legislative text, means “resolution”, “proposal”, “plan of life.” The Memoriale reproduces the practices and the duties prescribed in the course of the centuries by Bishops and Popes for members of the Order of Penitents, such as, fasts, abstinences, long prayers, etc. and these are partially reported in the texts of other groups of Penitents. But something entirely new is added to this text: a novitiate, a profession of the Rule and a complete organization into Fraternity. 


There were, therefore, a number of outward practices, without any spiritual exhortations or explanation of the Gospel as was contained in the Propositi of the Humiliati.

Where, then, was the Franciscan inspiration of this group nourished by the preaching and life of St Francis and his friars?


There is another source of inspiration in an addition made to the Memoriale  in the course of the years. It says, “The Visitator and Ministers of this Fraternity ask the Minister or custos of the Friars Minor for a Friar Minor of the friary. This friar will advise the Fraternity and the Fraternity will be governed and directed in everything according to the wishes of the Fraternity. And if this brother is changed to another friary, they must ask for another to take his place, in such a way that this Fraternity founded by St Francis will be always directed with advice of the Friar Minor.


It is easy to understand the importance of this request. The First Order is still close to its origins. Some friars who knew St Francis or his first companions were still alive. The breath of that Franciscan springtime was still present. These friars were still the living echo of the evangelical word of Francis. So, it was from them that the juridical text of the Memoriale was evangelized and made Franciscan. Franciscan life was given to these Penitents. On the other hand, this addition will pass into the text of the re-worked Propositi which, in turn, will become the Rule approved officially by Nicholas IV in 1289.


The Memoriale propositi
 of 1221 with its human spirit and attention to situations was open to a greater number of workers, married or single. Many joined groups of Penitents. Some were attracted by Francis’ example, his witness to the radical following of the Gospel; others were attracted not only by the Gospel ideals presented, but also by the image of spiritual fraternal life which was offered by the Memoriale given to the Fraternity. The characteristic traits could be summed up as:

· A personalized community

· Self-governing

· Very active

· Socially influential

· Leading to holiness
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Some historians have noted that Franciscan groups of laity presented themselves as authentic, united, fraternal communities. The Fraternity was not an empty show, but it pointed to a spiritual life. The articles of the Rule that they observed demonstrate an intense fraternal life. Also the text itself bears a notable fraternal resemblance in its use of the term “Fraternity”, which was repeated many times: Fraternity – 7 times; Brothers and Sisters – 19 times.


The spirit of Fraternity showed through liturgy carried out in common (Office and Eucharist), weekly visits to the sick – 22; assistance to brothers and sisters who were in need – 22; bringing about peace between members – with recourse to the bishop, if necessary – 26; defending some brothers and sisters who were victims of public powers – 27; the death of a brother or a sister was also a time when fraternal care was shown when the community gathered to pray together and also after the funeral – 23. Finally, activities about which we have spoken reveal a deep fraternal bond amongst the members. We must not forget the basis on which the community was built. Without doubt, it was the evangelical spirit of St Francis.


Each community was self-governing: Ministers were chosen from among the brothers and sisters. The Ministers received new members after having examined them, admitted them with a ceremony of entrance into the Fraternity (clothing), admitted them to profession of the Rule; convoked members to meetings. The Minister was also responsible for the organizing service to the sick, assisting poor brothers and sisters and other works of helping the Fraternity e.g. burying brothers and sisters who died, defending members in their fidelity to the Church and the Rule; seeing to peace in the Fraternity amongst the brothers and sisters and others; finally, the minister was responsible for the good reputation of the community. Also the Minister was to invite a priest religious to preach to them.

Discussion Questions

· Discuss how these early groups of penitents lay the foundation to the Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order today.

· What characteristics of those early communities do you think were the most important for them?

· What are the good and bad aspects of this early document?

LESSON 13: THE SPIRITUALITY OF THE MEMORIALE


Let us look at some of the things that are said about the Memoriale propositi:

1. The Memoriale is written in a legal form so we need to look beneath the words to see what the spirituality behind the words is. If we examine the juridical form of its external practices, we can see a link to the Gospel. There is a spirit of conversion and making a change in one’s way of living, a metanoia. This can be seen in penances, fasts, abstinences  (7 – 11), frugality in eating and drinking (6), simplicity in dress (1 – 4), the flight from worldly festivity (5) that are laid down. Surely, this is a translation of the Gospel words “Repent and do penance!” into daily life!

2. The distribution of the goods of the Fraternity and giving alms to the poor (20), as well as simplicity in their way of dressing, tended to the practice of poverty, so that a certain number of them managed to distribute what they had when they entered the Fraternity. All this asceticism had to help the penitent towards daily conversion and so fix their attention, little by little, on Jesus Christ. In this way, one would become more adapted to Fraternal life to which all are invited by the Rule and make one more available to others.

3. A life of prayer is kept alive by being with Christ, daily life within the family, in work and social relationships (7, 12, 18). Liturgical and sacramental life demanded by the Rule (15, 21) lead one to participate in the mystery of the life of Christ. Francis would have liked more frequent reception of the sacraments, according to Mariano of Florence. The Word of God preached in missions keeps the Christian on the way of penance and conversion and encourages (the Latin says “strengthens”) works of mercy (social action of that time). These two activities are clearly expressed in the Memoriale (21).

4. These directives, such as reference to the bishop [repeated at least 3 times (26, 27, 32)] seem to indicate a wish to maintain an ecclesial life. The whole of this spiritual life boils down to a life of charity (20, 22), service, mercy, and peace (15, 16, 26) carried out through imitation and encouragement (21) and, at the same time, through warnings and corrections. (34, 35).


To conclude our consideration of the spirituality of this document, let us note two observations:

(1) If we read the document thoroughly and synthesize its practices, it seems that it contains four sources that nourished the Christian community and which made them so attractive: The Acts of the Apostles tells us about the new converts “They spent their time learning from the apostles, taking part in the fellowship, and sharing in the fellowship meals and the prayers.” (Acts 2:42) These same things were happening in these communities, so these sources supply all those who profess this Franciscan life of penance;












(2) Around the austere character that strikes you as you read the Memoriale, one must note its human and understanding aspects which confer a touch of Franciscan sensitivity. We see this in its close attention to persons, it considers the sick when talking about fasting and abstinence, also the weak and pilgrims, future mothers, etc., attentive also to family life.

We could say, then, that the Memoriale and the Letter to All the Faithful have outlined the particular structures of the Third Order and have been the source of a number of activities and have had a social influence over the years.

Discussion Questions

· The early Penitents had a sense of “conversion”. They wanted to make amends for past  wrongs and change the direction of their lives. How would this apply today to members of the Secular Franciscan Order?

· What practical ways can we show our true conversion to Christ?

· How important is prayer in your family? Does it receive enough attention at Fraternity meetings or not? How could we improve this?

· The Secular Franciscan Order is not a religious Order in miniature as some had considered it in earlier days. In what ways could we express this in our daily lives?

LESSON 14: THE LIFESTYLE OF THE EARLY PENITENTS


Before we begin our study of the evolution of the Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order, we should consider how the members of the Third Order lived in the time of St Francis.


We know that the lifestyle of the early tertiaries followed the pattern that other groups of penitents had followed: They lived in their own homes and carried out their work in the society in which they lived. They continued to carry out works of charity while keeping to the various penitential practices laid down. While some joined the penitents to escape their situation in life, such as wealthy women who wanted to escape a life of indulgence, violence and intrigue that existed in royal circles, others found the answer to their prayers in a way of life presented by St Francis that would help them come closer to God with a definite spirituality. Many formed into small groups and began a common life of devotion and fellowship while continuing on in their secular lives.


The influence of the tertiaries was felt in many ways. Some took up the role of administrators and positions of trust; others were involved in charitable works assisting the poor and the sick, those who were outcasts of society, such as prostitutes. Their involvement in public life was sure to bring about certain tensions with civil authorities. One of these was their refusal to be involved in wars, their refusal to take the Oath of Loyalty and their commitment to non-violence. The Church took up the cause of the tertiaries and even Pope Gregory IX urged the bishops to protect penitents from civil authorities who were demanding military service and taking of oaths.


The conflict of tertiaries with civil authority also affected their relationship with the Friars. When John Parenti was the Minister General (1227 – 1232)  the Friars Minor willingly guided the tertiaries; but when Brother Elias became Minister General (1232 – 1239) he refused to let the friars take this responsibility. This could have been because the friars did not want to become involved in defending the penitents, or because it brought them into conflict with the local secular clergy. This estrangement was ended in about 1284 when the legal connection between the Friars Minor and the Order of Penance became closer and the penitential groups embraced the Franciscan ideals.
 But despite the conflict, vast numbers volunteered to join the penitential movement from their need to follow a spiritual ideal, as we saw earlier.

Discussion Questions
· Consider how God used this new movement to bring about great changes in the society of the time of St Francis. What changes did you note in the description we have here?

· What things do you find still apply today in the Secular Franciscan Order?

· Can you suggest ways that the Secular Franciscan Order could be more effective in the society in which we live?

LESSON 15: FRANCIS’ EXHORTATIONS TO THE THIRD ORDER OF ST FRANCIS
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There are two writings of St Francis called The Letter to All the Faithful which were certainly the life-giving spirit of the text of the Memoriale.  In those writings we find Gospel attitudes typical of St Francis: humility, mercy, pardon, patience, great charity (All these are present also in the Rule of the Humiliati of 1201). It is also full of citations from the New Testament. One could say that it was the interior inspiration for the outward practices of the Memoriale.

There are two Letters to all the Faithful that have reached us. Recent studies have shown that these are not two versions of the same letter (as the scholar Kajetan Esser claimed). They are simply called the Early Exhortation and the Later Exhortation to all the Faithful. The first letter was described by Kajetan Esser, OFM in the following way: “There is so much of Francis and his friars offered in this document. Effectively, it constitutes the kernel of the Gospel, the core of a life according to the form of the holy Gospel.” Thus, insofar as it regards the origin of the Secular Franciscan Order under every aspect, this document is worthy of the most attentive consideration. In the last edition of the writings of St Francis, the author entitled it “Exhortation to the Brothers and Sisters of Penance.” One understands, then, why it was placed as the prologue of the Rule approved by Paul VI.


The later Exhortation could be considered as a development of the first. In the conclusion of his study of this document, Esser says, “Francis demanded from his disciples, without any compromise, as much as Christianity has radically in itself against nature…At the basis of this he places the Spirit of the Lord, that is, they should think, will, live and act according to the Gospel. This way of living is truly metanoia (conversion), carrying out penance as Francis would do. This writing also – no matter who it was directed to – could be taken as the authentic foundation of any life or ideal of the Third Order, and above all, for its actual renewal.”


And following a line on “reciprocity of life” among the three Orders, Esser noted, “The form of Franciscan life that must unite the Friars Minor, the Poor Women and the Brothers and Sisters of Penance, has rarely been presented in a clear way, its breadth and depth, as it has been presented in this letter.” Another famous Franciscan author, Cuthbert, wrote in 1912, “It is precisely in this letter that one will discover the Rule of the Tertiaries.”

Discussion Questions
· What role do you see that “conversion” has in the life of Secular Franciscans? 
· Why do you think St Francis placed so much stress on this process of conversion?
LESSON 16: THE RULES OF INNOCENT IV AND NICHOLAS IV 

Introduction:




There were a number of stages in the evolution of the Third Order as we have it today. This evolution can be traced through the biographies of St Francis and particularly through the evolution of the Third Order Rule.

The Rule of Innocent IV (1289)
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We noted earlier that the Memoriale of 1221 was used by the early Fraternities as the basis and guide for their lifestyle. It had never been formally approved by the Church. The Fraternities had the faculty of modifying the articles of the Memoriale and this included calling upon the assistance of the Friars Minor. This was the case until 1289 when the Franciscan Pope Nicholas IV officially approved the new Rule.


The new Rule was not really “new” at all. It more or less presented the whole of the old Memoriale, but it was reorganized and edited so that it was more logical in its presentation. It was composed of 60 articles which were divided into 24 chapters. There were three distinct parts: Firstly, Entrance into the Order and formation (1 – 13); secondly, the way of living (14 – 42); and lastly, Life in fraternity with the service of the Ministers and the Visitator (42 – 60).

There were, however, some changes. The most important of them are:

a. The faculty to modify the articles of the Memoriale was suppressed;

b. It added an obligation to ask the First Order for an instructor;

c. They were to ask the First Order for a Visitator every year who was a Friar Minor.

d. It also added the mention of St Francis as the “founder” of this form of life.

Note that having an instructor and a Visitator did not affect the autonomy of the Third Order because some delegates from the whole of Italy attended the General Chapter of the Order held in 1289 which produced some Constitutions.

The asceticism, spirituality and organization of the Third Order remained unchanged. The text was still animated by the spirit of St Francis which continued to help the spiritual life of many Christians for centuries. The Fraternities remained a source of humility, constant charity, and holiness.

Let us recall that in the earlier times before St Francis, there were a great number of lay people who aspired to lay spirituality and wanted an active evangelical life in works of mercy. To express these desired concretely, they grouped themselves into self-directed associations. In this way, the old Order of Penitents was revived and self-organized.

Then Francis came on the scene. The Spirit led him to discover the way of the Gospel which he embraced totally and lived in such a radical way that the penitential movement we just mentioned saw in him the answer to what they were seeking. Many groups of penitents and others vanished but Francis and his movement remained.

The Memoriale which these Christians had taken as their Rule and the responsibilities that they took upon themselves by their profession as well as the spirit of St Francis which animated their lives created in them and in their Fraternities a Gospel mentality that guided their action and made them a good influence in the society of the 13th century in which they lived.

The Rule of Nicholas IV (1289)
 followed the Memoriale Propositi closely but an important addition is that the Pope named Francis as the “Founder of the Order”; called for Visitators to be Friars Minor and the penitents were given an active role in the repression of heresy which was the main thrust of his bull. However, Nicholas failed to include the biblical spirit of the two Exhortations. However, this Rule gave a great impetus to those Third Order members who wanted to follow a common life.

Discussion Questions

· The evolution of the Rule was slow. What important changes did you note in these two Rules and the Memoriale propositi?
· What advantages did the Third Order of that time gain from the Rule of Nicholas IV?
· How do they affect us today?
LESSON 17: THE RULE OF LEO XIII

     Introduction:


We noted above that the Rule of 1289 did not take away anything from the substance of the Memoriale so what has been said about the latter can equally be said about the Rule of 1289. There are, however, a number of remarks we should note before we consider the contribution of Leo XIII.

1) The Third Order developed over the centuries. Some tertiaries formed into communities of men. These took the Third Order Rule but also took solemn vows (or perpetual vows) and a Rule derived from the 1289 Rule of Nicholas IV and which Leo X approved in 1521. This is the Third Order Regular which we shall consider later in this Unit.

2) Again, in the 19th century, numerous women congregations arose which were inspired by the spirit of St Francis and took the Rule of Leo X, and so they attached themselves morally or juridically, according to each particular case, to the Franciscan Family. Pius XI adapted this Rule to the new historical circumstances in 1927. In practice, now another Rule is in force from Paul VI. We shall also consider this briefly later.

Some Historical Circumstances


In order to give a clearer account of how the Third Order members lived their lives in the 20th century, we can distinguish three aspects: social, religious, and a time of renewal.

1) The Social Aspect

Let us begin with the last part of the 19th century under the impulse of Leo XIII. His encyclical “Auspicato” of 1882 he pointed out the direction he wanted the Third Order to take. He said that the basis of the Third Order could be found in the general law of the Gospel. He recognized the many good works that came from the Third Order for a better social life. Now he wanted to use the Third Order to continue this social work and to protect the rights of the Church and bring about social reform. The Pope re-wrote the Third Order Rule to this end.


We have stressed the reference to the Gospel. Leo XIII based the life of the tertiaries and the works they were to do on the Gospel. Congresses were held in Europe especially in France and Italy where religious priests and tertiaries were organized. But there were divisions in France in 1897 mainly over financial matters. Pope Leo XIII settled these by insisting on obedience to the Vicar of Christ “even in his counsels and exhortations”; and also, on fraternal harmony and unity. But the Pope was ignored.


The Third Order found its own sense of organization and self-government on the provincial and national levels and constituted itself into federations. Together with these activities, they found a growth in the number of vocations especially among men. But this social, federal movement was stopped by World War I. Even before this, Pope Pius X issued his letter on the Third Order of St Francis
 in 1912. In this letter, he questioned the social activities of the Third Order and again placed it under the supervision of the First Order as well as its organization and presidency.


So, at the beginning of the 20th century, there were two opposing tendencies: that of the individualist; and that of the social approach (as in the Church). This was expressed at the International Congress in 1900.









2) The Religious Aspect

After World War I there was a strong tendency for the Third Order to define its identity as “religious life in the world.” This created a great deal of confusion. Some wonder if this was the result of Pius X’s letter. It was at this time that there was a decline in the number of male vocations to the Third Order while women Fraternities grew. In this same period, Catholic Action came into being. Some say the Third Order had a distorted image of itself which needed to be corrected through renewal. They did not realize their place in the Church, and this was attributed to the new Code of Canon Law which was published at this time. It placed them amongst the associations of the laity. As a result, they became simply pious groups. Again, this was a misinterpretation of the Code which remained until only recent times.

3) The Period of Renewal

This renewal was manifested after 1940. It came about through groups reflecting on the nature of the Third Order and their Franciscan origin. These reflections led to the rediscovery of the Franciscan charism which, in turn, led to the place of the Gospel in the life of the Fraternity – in their meetings and in their formation.


Renewal first manifested itself in the change of vocabulary which reflected the secular character of the Third Order, and the custom of calling the Order “secular” was introduced. As a consequence, they soon began speaking about the self-government of the Fraternity. The Father “Director” was gradually stripped of his very high authority. Later he was called the “Spiritual Assistant.”


Further study of the Franciscan charism revealed the meaning that stood out in the Fraternity in the time of St Francis. From that time, the name “Fraternity” was often used as in the 13th century instead of “sodality” or “congregation” which was adopted in official documents. The misunderstood term “Director” was changed to “Counsellor” which was more adapted to the language of our day. In studying the charism, the importance of poverty was brought to the attention of all, and in speaking of this, the terms “division” or “participation” expressed the idea of “stripping” in a way more adapted to the charism than the “duty of giving” or the use of the word “quota.”


The renewal also revealed the shape of the Order. A sociological analysis revealed a strong decrease in the percentage of men members with a strong increase in the number of women members in the Order. There was also a higher number of older members.


It was at this time, too, that there was a greater interest in “going back to the sources” of Franciscan life in the time of Francis and why he took an interest in the laity. The rediscovery of the secular nature of the Fraternity and the vision of the Order as composed of many Fraternities without external bonds of communion and without any relationship among themselves urged the commissary fathers of the provinces to form various provincial councils and then a national council. There was one in France in 1894 and in Italy in 1935 at the time when experiments were circulating. They exchanged experiences with those of the youth, with families and had days of formation. To some extent, they rediscovered the federative lives from the beginning of the century and at the end of the 13th century. The bond would finish up with its extension to all nations. Finally, the government and effective presidency would return to the tertiaries.

Conclusion

The study of the Gospels, the development of the sense of Fraternity including all men and women led to a new consciousness that led them to discover their responsibilities towards extreme poverty and, at the same time, their duty to move and fight to bring about a remedy. The 1957 General Constitutions concentrated its attention on the obligation of tertiaries in this field (art. 74). The papal documents on social and political questions should have been studied (art. 75). There was therefore an indicator for formation in any case for councils to become more sensitive to the needs of the Fraternity. On this point, the national and provincial councils presented notable assistance.


Finally, this approach to the activities of the tertiaries became an obligation in a new Rule for which work began and lasted twelve years before the final Rule of Paul VI was approved.

Discussion Questions
· Note the changes of approach in the development of the Third Order since the time of Leo XIII. What were these developing views?

· What were the good and not so good aspects of this development in your opinion?

· How do you see this as preparing the ground for Pope Paul VI’s Rule?

LESSON 18: THE RULE OF PAUL VI

Introduction:


This Rule is the fruit of a long evolution. The Third Order continued to develop after the First World War, and really moved ahead after the Second World War and particularly the Second Vatican Council. Consultations began in 1966 in various nations and demanding work continued for the next twelve years. It was a particular advantage to have the tertiaries involved in the consultation. Again, resources were much better as the writings of St Francis were available, his biographies and other source material. The Rule that resulted was approved by Paul VI on the 24th of June 1978 on the feast of St John the Baptist. This was also symbolic as St John the Baptist was venerated by St Francis as John the Baptist was a penitent, a prophet and the precursor of the Lord.


Many commentaries have been written on this Rule. Here we give a simple summary presentation that we hope will reveal its originality compared to the previous Rules. This Rule appears to respond to the questions of Christians today.

Some Observations on the Pauline Rule:

The Prologue to the Rule should not be overlooked. It was probably, according to Kajetan Esser O.F.M., the original instruction given to his first lay followers. Esser says that this was an instruction he addressed to persons who had embraced the penitential movement which Francis himself and his fraternity were closely tied and associated. The letter was not addressed to his Friars Minor but to the Brothers and Sisters of Penance living in their own houses and had received a form of life from Francis.


This Letter to All the Faithful represents the teachings which Francis gave to Penitents from the beginning of his itinerant preaching. This letter existed some years before 1221 and shows that Francis was deeply interested in the Brothers and Sisters of Penance. He was sympathetic to their desires to lead a life of penance. This is clear in the fact that he was willing to give them a Rule or form of life and follow their development. 


The Prologue forms a fitting preparation in our reading of the Rule of Paul VI which simply expands on the ideas expressed by Francis in his letter: Conversion, Gospel life, worship, etc. are explained more fully in Chapter Two of the Rule.


The Rules that went before were practical in character, telling tertiaries what they were expected to do. The language was legal in form. There were practically no exhortations except to promote harmony in the Fraternity. Beneath all these practices, we had to find what lay behind the words of the law to discover the spirit that gave them life. Paul VI’s Rule, on the other hand, does not lay down any definite practices except, perhaps, the thorough reading of the Gospel, but it left the frequency up to each fraternity. However, it is clear that Chapter 2 is full of the Gospel and Franciscan spirit.


The Pauline Rule inspires new ideas, attitudes, and actions. The secular Franciscan is nourished with these ideas inspired by the Gospel and the Rule presents guidelines to put these ideas into practice in various circumstances that come up. 


It is clear that the Pauline Rule is highly inspirational in character. It inspires one to meditation just as the Rule of St Francis does for his friars. The Rule is so full of ideas that one never finishing profiting from it. It constantly provokes us to action so that we are never finished living according to the Spirit. And, in this case, the Spirit is the parent of love.


When we compare the Pauline Rule with the previous ones, we find that earlier ones laid down what was to be done by the tertiaries in the life of the Fraternity. There were certain prohibitions, such as the carrying of arms, taking oaths, etc. and there was no reference to Jesus Christ, nor to the Gospels, except the citing of Lk 21:34 “Be on your guard! Don’t let yourselves be too occupied with feasting and drinking and with the worries of this life, or that Day may suddenly catch you like a trap.”
 

The text of the Pauline Rule refers to the Gospel and the writings of St Francis and Council documents and there is frequent reference to the Father, to Jesus Christ, to the Holy Spirit and to St Francis.


Note the change in approach that we find in the Pauline Rule: There is greater stress on the interior nature of the SFO. Earlier Rules had been more legalistic, looking at external practices and organization. Paul VI sought to express the interior spirit of the SFO Rule, which is one of conversion, turning to God and, at the same time, building up relationships within the Franciscan Family.


This does not mean to say that the Third Order prior to the Second Vatican Council was ineffective. It was a powerful force in the Church and had many saintly followers, such as St Elizabeth of Hungary, St Louis, King of France – both of these saints being patrons of the SFO. St Margaret of Cortona and St Pope Pius X as well as many others prove the effectiveness of the Third Order in leading to holiness. However, the Order has often called for renewal and keeping up with the times and has always gained a new vitality through these changes.


Paul VI’s Rule set out a vision of Gospel life and values to be lived out in our contemporary secular post-Vatican world. It pointed out a life of conversion of heart to the love of God and neighbour to be lived out in the world by Secular Franciscans in full union with the Catholic Church and sharing its mission as part of the Franciscan Family.


Let us return again to consider the structure of the Pauline Rule:


From the outline above, the structure of the Rule is clear. Firstly, there is a Prologue which consists in Francis’ Letter to All the Faithful which has been commented on above. It has the title “Exhortation of Brother Francis to the Brothers and Sisters of Penance”. One thing that one can’t help noticing is the Franciscan flavour of the letter. It has been noted that the letter “is both a summary of Franciscan gospel living and an immediate contact with the model and inspiration for observing the gospel – Francis himself.”

Discussion Questions
· What do you see as the “new spirit” in the Rule of Paul VI?

· How is this approach different from previous Rules?

· How should we adjust in our thinking in line with the new spirit of the Rule? List your priorities.

LESSON 19: MODERN CHALLENGES TO THE SECULAR FRANCISCAN ORDER

Introduction

The spirituality of the SFO is reflected in the General Constitutions of the SFO which are the authoritative statement of the Order on how to apply the SFO Rule to Gospel living. The General Constitutions are an instrument or structure which help to make Gospel life come alive for secular Franciscans by giving concrete expression of how to live the SFO Rule. In other words, the General Constitutions tell us what it means to belong to the Secular Franciscan Order.


When the General Constitutions were published, the minister general, Emanuela D’Annunzio, issued a letter which explained how the General Constitutions should be read and interpreted. She pointed out that we could consider the General Constitutions under three different aspects which I prefer to call “Challenges” that need to be faced:

1. The Unity of the SFO

2. The Secularity of the SFO; and

3. The Autonomy of the SFO

The SFO is described in the Rule as “an organic union of all the Catholic Fraternities scattered around the whole world” (art. 2). The General Constitutions say, “The International Fraternity identifies itself with the totality of the SFO” (GG.CC art. 69.1). We are not simply looking at theoretical approach here but at practical ways to build unity of the SFO. It is not enough to speak of the “splendid gift of the Holy Spirit”, but what do we do with this “authentic treasure” as Paul VI has called it?


The first requirement is our own “conversion” - a change of heart and mind; but remember, it is the Spirit who encourages us and brings about unity. Our unity is supported by mutual love and deepened by training and guaranteed by the ministry of the brothers and sisters and assisted by the brothers of the First Order and Third Order Regular.


But again, secular Franciscans must come to an awareness of their responsibilities. Pope Leo XIII exhorted the SFO (then known as the Third Order of St Francis) to join forces and not keeping separate according to different obediences viz. OFM’s, OFM Caps, OFM Conv or the TOR. “There must be a “Union of the SFO as a characteristic present in its practical and organizational plan.”


While this still remains on the idealistic level today, it is something that all members of the SFO must strive for with the help of the Spiritual Assistants from the different obediences, and these friars should encourage members of the SFO to work for structural change and genuine unity within the Secular Franciscan Order. For example, it has been suggested that Spiritual Assistance as well as accompaniment be shared as a step in the right direction.


We can be thankful that the first sign of true unity already exists: the SFO Rule which everyone accepts as the idea to strive after. We find this ideal presented in the Prologue to the Rule in the Letter to All the Faithful. It outlined a “norm of life” consisting in the five following elements:

· Love of God;
· Love of neighbour;

· Opposition to the spirit of the flesh, to sinful trends and to evil;

· Celebration of the sacraments, particularly, the sacrament of Reconciliation and the Eucharist;

· To work in all that leads to conversion.

Questions for Discussion

· How do the different “obediences” affect the way we operate in our Fraternity?
·  How could we improve our situation?
LESSON 20: THE FIRST MAJOR CHALLENGE: UNITY OF THE SFO


Under the topic of Unity, we could consider it under three aspects:

a) Franciscan Family

b) Fraternity

c) Context with the whole Church

We already treated FRANCISCAN FAMILY in Lesson 3 on pages 3ff. Let us, therefore, look at the next two aspects which could be treated together: Fraternity living in the context of the Church.

Fraternity and the Franciscan Family in the Church
We should ask ourselves “Why did we join the Secular Franciscan Order?”  We must admit we joined the Order, on one level, to serve God and we do this as a fraternity, in a relationship with one another to support one another. Fraternity is also an expression of our love and it is a source of our accountability to each other.


On another level, we live our Franciscan life in the context of the Franciscan Family. We all share the Franciscan charism together with other members of the Franciscan Family, whether we are religious or lay people. It is important to note that we, together, make present the life-giving charism of Francis and Clare in the life and mission of the Church. So, on another third level, we live our life within the whole Church. This could also be considered on the local level of the diocese, or on the level of the world-wide Church. We are not Franciscans for our own sake, but for the sake of the Church. Therefore, our union with the Church is absolutely vital for us to realize our Franciscan vocation.
 In fact, the whole concept of cooperation and collaboration with the Church is built into the General Constitutions.

Discussion Questions
· How can we show ourselves as true “brothers” or “sisters” to each other in practice?

· What are some ways that we could show our vital connection with other members of the Franciscan Family?

· What do you understand by our “unity” with the whole Church to mean?
· What are some practical ways that we could show the unity of our Fraternity and the Secular Franciscan Order to others?
LESSON 21: THE MYSTERY OF CHURCH COMMUNION


Referring back to the image of the vine and the branches, Jesus’ words “I am the true vine, and my Father is the vine-dresser…Abide in me and I in you.”
 It is these words that show the mystery of communion, Christ united to his disciples. This oneness is a consequence of the oneness of the Blessed Trinity. Jesus went on to pray that might be one “even as you, Father, are in me, and I in you.”


This idea had been developed at the 2nd Vatican Council. The word “communion” basically speaks about our union with God, brought about by Jesus in the Spirit. This communion can come about by reading the Word of God in the Scriptures, by receiving the Sacraments. Paul VI spoke of it as a “Communion of Saints,” and that is what the Church really is.


There are many images that could describe this communion: sheepfold, flock, Holy City, the vine, spiritual house, and especially, Mystical Body. The Council suggested the term “People of God” to bring out that the Church is a kind of sacrament, a sign of intimate union with God, and unity among ourselves.


The Church as communion has been described by the Synod as “the ‘new’ People, the messianic people with the dignity and freedom of God’s children, united through the constant presence of the Spirit whom they have all received.”


Communion in the Church has been compared to the union in a living, functioning body. Read the following passage from 1 Cor 12:12ff.

Christ is like a single body, which has many parts; it is still one body, even though it is made up of different parts. In the same way, all of us, whether Jews or Gentiles, whether slaves or free, have been baptized into the one body by the same Spirit, and we have all been given the one Spirit to drink.


For the body itself is not made up of only one part, but of many parts. If the foot were to say, “Because I am not a hand, I don’t belong to the body,” that would not keep it from being a part of the body. And if the ear were to say, “Because I am not an eye, I don’t belong to the body,” that would not keep it from being a part of the body. If the whole body were just an eye, how could it hear? And if it were only an ear, how could it smell? As it is, however, God put every different part in the body just as he wanted it to be. There would not be a body if it were all only one part! As it is, there are many parts but one body.


The body described here shows a functioning, vital diversity of parts, working together for the good of the whole body. Each part complements the other, though different in function. There is only one Spirit giving vitality to the body and gives gifts to the body. The first gift is grace; then unity strengthened by love which binds them together.


The Church is an organic communion, that is, analogous to a living body and operative. From this, two principles follow for the life of the Church and the identity of the lay faithful: Diversity and Complementarity or, we could say, Pluralism and Collaboration. These introduce us to speaking about the various ministries and charisms which will become the models for each of the faithful, from inside the Church in particular, within the parish and the various lay associations…. Every faithful lay person can offer his or her own contribution because God calls each one by name to a mission in the Church and the world.






















From this we can see the importance of discovering one’s own vocation, of seeing also the new condition of life as a new call to an interior life of one’s state in life that already exists. The exhortation dedicates one section on the method of such a process. (58) Each one is given a task that can’t be substituted or delegated to someone else. (cf. 28) “Each one lives according to the grace received.” (Cf. 1 Pet 4:10).


















Remember, it is the Spirit who instructs and guides the Church with different gifts, hierarchical and charismatic. One tends to forget that the service of the apostles and the service of authority are pure gifts conceded by the Spirit, within and or the ecclesial community.


This image is very helpful for understanding the workings of the Fraternity. The various characteristics described here apply equally to members of the Fraternity who should keep this text in mind.

· How would you apply this lesson to our daily living?

· In what ministries are we involved in our parish?

· What lessons can we learn from this for our Fraternity?

LESSON 22: MAJOR CHALLENGES: SECULARITY

Introduction


The meaning of the word “secularity” is “being in the world”. In other words, the Church defines the SFO as “lay people living in the world.” The name given to the Order is “Secular Franciscan Order” and its members are known as “Secular Franciscans”. The emphasis is on both words “secular” and “Franciscan” which distinguish the Order. Paul VI describes members of the Order as “Members of Christ’s Faithful People” which lends another insight to the title. The nature of the Order is expressed in the Rule which synthesizes its vocation, purpose, spirit, and mission in the world after the example of St Francis and St Clare – both of whom were co-founders of the Franciscan charism.


Note that the Pope described the Rule as “the gift of the Spirit” that leads to the Father. While the Holy Spirit is the eternal Source of every gift that comes from God in the order of creation… and the mystery of the Incarnation continues the fullness of this giving.”


Secularity could be expressed in three ways:

1) Your own identity. According to the traditional understanding of the term, you are an “Order of Brothers and Sisters of Penance”. Cf. Lesson 7 (above), p. 14.

2) The SFO complements the whole religious way of being Franciscan so that together they, both religious and lay, can really be for the Church and the Kingdom;

3) “Secular” and “laity” is a necessary responsibility to fulfil the life and mission of the Church, i.e., all the members of Christ’s faithful.


Perhaps the best description of the identity of the secular Franciscan can be found in the exhortation Christifideles Laici, 1988 which aims to clarify the vocation and mission of the lay faithful in the Church’s communion and mission.

(1) THE IMAGE: THE PEOPLE OF GOD

This image of the Church is taken from the bible and is described in the Vatican II document Lumen Gentium. The document describes what the Church is and what it is for. Right from the beginning of creation God had one people in mind to carry out his plan. This people were the chosen race or the Chosen People, the Jews (cf. Dt 7:8). Another image can be closely related to this image and that is the Church as the Body of Christ that St Paul has spoken about in his first letter to the Corinthians (1 Cor 12:12-31). These are two understandings or images of the same reality, the People of God, looking from different angles, but one complementing the other. (It is interesting to note that the Greek word laos (people) in the New Testament means ‘People of God’.) Lumen Gentium is supplemented by the document Christifideles Laici which was written many years later in 1988. It repeats the fact that now WE are the new People of God.


There are three conclusions that we can draw from these documents
:

i. ‘People of God’ does not distinguish between laity, religious and clergy, but People of God as a whole. All are members of the Church;

ii. All members of the Church are fundamentally equal – called and justified by Christ and sanctified by the Holy Spirit;

iii. The Church has become the People of God of the New Covenant.

(2) THE IMAGE: THE VINE AND THE BRANCHES

I am the real vine, and my Father is the gardener. He breaks off every branch in me that does not bear fruit, and he prunes every branch that does bear fruit, so that it will be clean and bear more fruit. You have been made clean already by the teaching I have given you. Remain united to me, and I will remain united to you. A branch cannot bear fruit by itself; it can do so only if it remains in the vine. In the same way, you cannot bear fruit unless you remain in me. I am the vine, and you are the branches. Whoever remains in me, and I in him, will bear a great deal of fruit; for you can do nothing without me…. Jn 15:1 - 4


Again, Scripture uses the image of the vine and the branches to symbolize the mystery of the People of God. This was to bring out the fact that the laity is not merely workers in the vineyard, but they are part of it. The Old Testament called Israel God’s vine, how own work, his heart’s joy. Jesus uses the same symbol to describe different aspects of the kingdom of God. In John’s Gospel, the vine symbolizes not only God’s people but Jesus himself. He is the true vine, and we are grafted on to him and draw our life from him.


The 2 Vatican Council also describes the Church as the vine as a mystery because the life of the Trinity is freely offered to all the baptized who are called to live that oneness and unity of God and to communicate it to others.


Later, in chapter 17, John says: “You will know that I am in the Father and you in me, and I in you.” It is only from inside this mystery of union or communion, that we can describe the role of the laity in the Church and in the world.


The Church identifies the lay faithful with those who are baptized. Through baptism, they are given new life and become children of God through the power of the Holy Spirit. By baptism we are linked to each other as members of Christ. Peter adds that we become like living stones in the temple of the Holy Spirit filled with His presence. But all the faithful share in Christ’s mission as prophet, priest, and king.

The Secular Character of the Laity

Because of their baptismal dignity, all the laity, priests, and religious share the responsibility for the Church’s mission. But the laity especially, who live in the world continue Christ’s work of saving humanity. The laity are called to work in the world around them in their ordinary occupations and relationships. The world becomes their place and means to fulfil their vocation. They become the salt and leaven to transform the world.


Thus, the Synod insisted that the word “secular” must be understood in the light of God’s action. Men and women have been given the care of their world and share Christ’s mission.


Everyone has been called to holiness and this is the primary vocation of the laity. The laity expresses this holiness by its involvement in the secular world and bringing the message of the Gospel to others by word and example.

Questions for Discussion

· What similarities or dissimilarities do you see in the two images of the Church as Body of Christ and People of God?

· The image of the Vine and the Branches has many very rich symbolic meanings. What are some of these meanings?

· How does the laity appear under this image?

· Explain the term “secular” in the name “Secular Franciscan Order”.

Reflection and Activity:

· Here are some of the texts suggested for reflection on this topic of Secularity or Identity:


The Gospel parable on which the exhortation is based is that of the landowner who goes out to find labourers for his vineyard (Mt 20:1 – 2). This parable highlights the missionary identity of the lay-faithful. The complementary text is Mt 5:13 – 14 “salt of the earth” and “light of the world”.
· Compare these with the following texts:

Gal 4:6; 
Rom 12:5;  
1 Pet 2:5


The choice of these texts is to place the emphasis on dignity (sons of God), communion (one body) and on mission (living stones).

LESSON 23: THE IDENTITY OF THE SFO


Every human person is called to holiness and, in response to that call, every one has the right to follow his or her spiritual journey in communion with the Church. One of these spiritual highways is the Franciscan Family which recognizes Francis as Father, the inspiration and model of their way of life. From this point of view, Franciscanism is a way to holiness. It is the path God chose for you to achieve the gift of holiness. Note I said it is a way and not the way to holiness. Every person is called to a specific way to holiness as we saw in Lesson 2, p. 5 (above).


We need to ask what is this call to holiness in its broader perspective as the source of our call? How does that call shape our lives in that specific kind of way? The answer suggested by Benet Fonck, OFM 
 is that we are called in the same way that Francis of Assisi was called to holiness. The has gifted us to come to know the Lord in the same way that Francis did. Francis, then, is our father, our inspiration and model for all Franciscans.


The SFO describes itself as “secular”, “Franciscan”, “Order”. We have already discussed the first two words, but what do we mean by “Order”? The answer to this could be very involved, but I shall try to keep it simple.

The General Constitutions describe the Secular Franciscan Order in this way: “(The SFO) is formed by the organic union of all the Catholic fraternities whose members, moved by the Holy Spirit, commit themselves through profession to live the Gospel in the manner of St Francis, in the secular state, following the Rule approved by the Church.” In other words, it states the elements that make an Order are:

a) Vocation – One must have a call from God;
b) Profession – There must be a public profession of a Rule;
c) follow a Rule of life approved by the Church;
d) As “Franciscan”, it is integrally and intimately connected to the Franciscan religious because, from the very beginning of our Franciscan history, the Secular Franciscans have been entrusted to the care of the First Order and the Third Order Regular for pastoral care and spiritual assistance.

e) We could add another element: the SFO has its own proper identity within the whole Church. Canon 303 of the Code of Canon Law says that all Third Orders are “public associations of the faithful” which have their own official identity ( or “juridic personality”) within the Church. It has its proper place in the Church and consequently, its own rights and responsibilities.

“The SFO is not just some amorphous group of good-intentioned people who have come together but it has the blessing and the sanction and help of the whole Church in all its levels to lead them, to support them and to challenge them to be faithful to the mission that they have been given by virtue of their vocation….”
 The SFO has the right and responsibility to achieve its whole identity and to fulfil its mission.
The SFO vocation is very specific. It gives the unique form to your life and to your apostolate. It gives you a specific flavour to the very way you live and the way you fulfil your mission in the Church. There is a unique quality about this vocation so much so that the General Constitutions specify that anyone bound by profession to another spiritual family is excluded from membership in the SFO because the uniqueness of each of the spiritual families is so special that you can’t fully fulfil your responsibilities and your rights by belonging to more than one family. This is impossible. Consequently, you cannot be a religious and an SFO at the same time because it would be impossible for you to be faithful to both at the same time. That is the beauty of so many spiritualities within the Church.


The “secular state” characterizes the spirituality and apostolic life of those who belong to the SFO. (SFO GG.CC art. 3) The role of the secular person is to build up the kingdom of God by one’s presence in the life situation and activities of the secular world; or, in the case of SFO secular priests, “by offering to the people of God the service which is properly theirs, in communion with the bishop and the presbytery.” (art. 3) All this is inspired from the initiative of St Francis of Assisi. This does not come from your choice but God’s calling drawing you to deepen your commitment as a secular person and to do it from the perspective of the Franciscan way. Your witness of living the Gospel is not as you as an individual but living it in fraternity.









When we speak of the SFO as a vocation, we have a number of elements: a calling to live the Gospel in the spirit of St Francis, within the Church, in fraternity and within the world. All these form the context of defining and describing how you respond to the call to live the Gospel of Christ as an SFO.

Discussion Questions

· What do we mean when we say that “the Franciscan way is not the only way to holiness”?
· Why is the SFO called an “Order”?
· Why can’t a religious be a member of the SFO?
· Why does the Church emphasize the idea of “secular” in describing the SFO?
· What are the main elements in the SFO vocation?
LESSON 24: LIFE IN FRATERNITY


Here we shall consider life in Fraternity as a support system for Gospel life. We profess that we will live a Gospel life and we express it and bring it about through our life in Fraternity. In this sense, we view Fraternity like a sacrament of Gospel life. When Jesus prayed that we might all be one in Jn 17, he prayed that we might be one in our unity with each other, and through this experience in some way our unity with the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Also, in our oneness, we can make known the fact that Jesus has come as Saviour and so our oneness in Fraternity can have a dual purpose. That is why we could call it a “sacramental sign” of Gospel living because it is where we experience, through our togetherness, the proclamation of God’s presence to the world.


In this context, we can see where leadership and mutual cooperation fits into our way of life, as well as the composition of our life in fraternity. John 17 is the model that we hold before ourselves.

“I pray that they all may be one, Father! May they be in us, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they be one, so that the world will believe that you sent me. I gave them the same glory you gave me, so that they may be one, just as you and I are one. I in them and you in me, so that they may be completely one, in order that the world may know that you sent me and that you love them as you love me.” (Jn 17:21 – 23)


Life in fraternity is modelled on this text. There must be a Gospel quality of life within our fraternities where union and mutual collaboration among the brothers and sisters are promoted. Also, their action participation and action within the Church is evident. The actual participation and collaboration of the SFO within the Church happens when fraternities at various levels, - local, regional, national, or international – each with its specific personality in the Church, is connected one with the other on these various levels.

There is a responsibility of all the members of the fraternities by means of personal presence, in participation, by means of active collaboration, by means of praying together and witnessing together. For a fraternity on any level to be healthy, there are five qualities that express this: praying together, studying together, ministering together, sharing in conversation together and having fun together. These are the five qualities of a healthy fraternity.


We could add one more quality that is on the practical level. There has to be a contribution to the fraternity funds. This is clearly stated in the Rule and the Constitutions cf. art 25. The needs of the fraternity are placed in order of priority in terms of where the contributions of the fraternity go. The first is life in fraternity; second is the work of the fraternity and the liturgical needs of the fraternity; then the apostolic, charitable work in the Order. Life in fraternity applies to all levels: local, regional, national, and international.

Questions for Discussion
· Discuss the five qualities of a healthy fraternity. How do they apply to your fraternity?
· What do you understand by the statement “We live our Franciscan life in Fraternity?”
· In what sense can we speak of the fraternity as a support system?
LESSON 25: LEADERSHIP IN THE SFO


The General Constitutions speak of leadership in the fraternity in articles 31 and 32. In order to keep the fraternity alive and to continue on there is the possibility of leadership and change of leadership. The purpose of leadership is to animate and guide the members of the fraternity to realize their vocation and to bring about the mission of the Church. The ministry of leadership is not power nor authority but service for the sake of the mission. Leadership comes out that deep commitment of those who are permanently professed.

Leadership presumes deep commitment, a conviction of the validity of the Franciscan Gospel life. A leader must be attentive to a vision of life of the Church and society and who really knows what it means “to do penance” and to be a member of the Church in our contemporary society. A leader must be open to dialogue and ready to give and receive help and collaboration. He or she “should seek to inspire life and soul into the fraternities by their own witness, suggesting appropriate means for the development of the life of the fraternity and of apostolic activities in the light of the fundamental Franciscan options. He or she should see to it that the decisions made are carried out and he or she should promote collaboration among the brothers and sisters. These are the qualities of leadership outlined in the General Constitutions.


This leadership, involving the minister and the council, must be involved in the preparation and animation of the meetings of the fraternity, whether in a spiritual or technical kind of way. They are also very much involved in giving inspiration by their own witness, motivating others by their example. This team of leaders must be committed to developing the Gospel way of life as well as the apostolic life of the members of the community.


Another aspect of leadership that should be stressed is that of executing decisions of the community, carrying them out and bringing about the fulfilment of goals that the community expects. Moreover, it is the responsibility of leadership to foster communion, peace, and reconciliation within the community.

Questions for Discussion
· List the qualities of leadership that have been outlined above. Discuss each one and indicate how well they are being fulfilled.

· Why do you think commitment is an essential quality of a leader?
· In what way do you see the role of creativity in leadership?
· What dangers do you see in the task of leadership? How can they be overcome?
LESSON 26: THE THIRD CHALLENGE: THE AUTONOMY OF THE SFO


We must understand, first of all, that “autonomy” does not mean “independence”. We say the SFO is “autonomous” which means that it has its own personality, its own rights and responsibilities and collaboration together. “Autonomous”, therefore, implies that you, as professed members of the SFO, have your own responsibilities for developing your spirituality, fraternity, and mission. This is your domain. Nothing that First Order can do will change that. We cannot live your vocation. That is what you must do. You are responsible for your own spiritual development, your life in fraternity and the fulfilment of your mission.


Fr Patrick Colbourne OFM Cap point out in his article on The Autonomy and Unity of the SFO
 “The original autonomy of the Third Order only lasted until 1289 and ended with the promulgation of the Rule of Nicholas IV in the document Supra Montem. This Rule obliged the First Order to undertake the visitation of the Franciscan Third Order and to provide it with spiritual assistance.” He adds that because friars did not have jurisdiction over the Third Order, they did not want to be involved in it. It became increasingly obvious that the friars took over control of the Third Order until only recently with the Rule of Paul VI. The Pauline Rule gave back what belonged to the Third Order: their autonomy, and thus it was set up into various levels.


The SFO Rule asserts that “in the different levels, every fraternity is animated and guided by the advice of a Council and a Minister (or President), who are elected by the professed according to the Constitutions” n. 21. The autonomy of the SFO, that is, “the direct responsibility of self-suggestion”
 is indispensable because the heart of one’s responsibility is to “live the gospel in fraternity.

The SFO is a public association within the Church. It is divided into fraternities at various levels: local, regional, and international. Each one has its own juridical personality with the Church.”


You share the same Franciscan charism that we share as religious, but you operate in a secular way. Each has his weight to carry, both religious and laity. We can’t be Franciscan religious without you, nor you without us. Each Order has to carry out its own responsibilities, so the SFO must work out its own development but can seek help from the First Order. However, the final decision belongs to the SFO in its organization, form of life and apostolate with the help of assistants.

Organization of the SFO


There is a need for all Fraternities to be united in a single Order in every Regional and National Fraternity. Councils in each area must be able to govern their areas, and until the order is self-sufficient financially, we cannot speak about the Order being autonomous. On a practical level, the idea that everything must come “cost free” is still around – not only in foreign mission countries, but even in “rich” countries. Few members in these countries are, in fact, “rich”. Most members belong to “middle-class” and many are economically poor people – but even the poorest can contribute the “widow’s mite”. Each fraternity must try to contribute to the support of the Order at the various levels.
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Autonomy, together with unity and secularity, represent one total reality. There would not be an SFO totally autonomous if it were not united; there would not be a truly secular SFO if it depended on religious or it identified with the Friars who loaned them spiritual assistance. “The SFO is set up as an organic union of all the catholic fraternities spread throughout the world coordinated and united amongst themselves.”
 The Council and Minister of the fraternity of the higher level have the task to bind and coordinate the lower levels of the fraternity. Such a unity could not come about without autonomy being realized on the local level. Autonomy and unity are the two faces of the one medal. Autonomy demands that the SFO has, at all levels, some responsible seculars capable of fully assuming the functions of “animating and guiding” the Fraternity….


It is significant that the Rule does not begin with a definition of the SFO but with a presentation of the Franciscan Family. The SFO realizes its autonomy in its rapport with “vital reciprocal communion” with the other components of the Family. This is in accord with the view of the Church as Communion-Mission and with the ecclesiology of the exchange of gifts. Ecclesial communion does not allow the community to enclose itself in its own spirituality, structure, and activity… Reciprocity presupposes respect for specifics; collaboration presupposes the autonomy of the collaborators. It is evident that for an exchange to be realized there must be various gifts, received and guarded, and that its charismatic identity must be clear. “Whether extraordinary of simple and humble, charisms are graces of the Holy Spirit which directly or indirectly benefit the Church, ordered as they are to its building up, to the good of all and for the needs of the world.”
 The SFO must take note of its own nature, its role and responsibility in the mission of the Franciscan Family.
Discussion Questions

· What do you understand by the term “the autonomy of the SFO”?
· Explain the need to have the hierarchical structure in the Fraternity in order to operate effectively. Does this affect personal responsibility?
· How can we overcome the attitude where we always expect to be “receivers” and not “givers” within our Fraternity? What are some ways to overcome this in a practical way?

LESSON 27: THE SFO AND THE LIFE AND MISSION OF THE CHURCH


This is a very large topic that we can only touch on here, but it is worthwhile considering amongst ourselves. It has many implications.


This aspect of mission is spelled out in the new Constitutions of the SFO. In the context of the Church and the world today, secular Franciscans and Assistants should be fully aware that they are Church, one of the basic characteristics of St Francis and the Franciscan Family. They should invite brothers and sisters of the SFO to an “identification” with the views coming from the universal Church and to ‘sensitivity’ to the life of the local Church.


We noted that the SFO is ‘a public association within the Church’. “The local Fraternity is a visible sign of the Church, the community of love” (Rule 22) Today, we need the fraternity to be a sign of the ‘Church – communion and mission’. It is significant to note that in the last questioning before profession in the SFO is insisted upon “…do you wish to bind yourself more closely to the Church and to collaborate in its perennial renovation and to its mission among men?” (Ritual of SFO, 29). All the associations of the lay faithful converge in ecclesiastical communion. In this they find their origins, the principal reasons for their existence and their most authentic end.


We are reminded again that “The charism remains the concrete key for understanding the life of the Franciscan Family and of the Franciscan Secular Order in the Church. Extraordinary or simple and humble, the charisms are gifts of the Holy Spirit that, directly or indirectly, have an ecclesiastical usefulness, oriented as they are to the edification of the Church, to the good of men and to the needs of the world”.


Christifideles laici , in speaking about this aspect, refers again to the image of the Vine and the Branches. It tells us that “because they are grafted on to the vine one expects the branches to be fruitful. Life in Christ and in the Church demands this fruitfulness, for as St John reminds us Without me you can do nothing (Cf. Jn 15:5). Communion and mission are bound together so that one implies the other. Communion leads to mission and vice-versa. The Church recognizes this communion as a gift for every individual. ‘The Church is a sign and instrument of the unity of all the human race.’


In this mission Christ gives great responsibility to lay people. As Vatican 2 says, ‘The Church’s mission is to be carried out by all the faithful, not simply by pastors alone. The contribution of the laity is extremely important for the fruitfulness of the Church. The laity are prepared for this role by their baptism. Pope Paul VI insisted “It is through evangelization that the Church is built up into a community of true believers.”


Today, when there are so many challenges to our faith, it is up to the laity to bring about a stronger Church through their evangelical activity by word and example.

Questions for Discussion
· What do you understand by “the mission of the lay faithful in the Church”?
· What do you see as the Fraternity’s responsibilities in regard to mission?
· What are some practical ways to assist the mission of the Church?
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� In future reference to this I will simply call it the “Memoriale” for the sake of convenience.


� Karecki & Wroblewski, Franciscan Study Guide, op. cit.


� ibid.


� See Appendix 2 for the text of this document.


� See Appendix 3 for the text of this document.


� Karecki & Wroblewski, op. cit. See also pp. 36ff of this Unit.


� For text of Leo XIII’s Rule, see Appendix 4.


� Pope Pius X, Letter “Tertium Franciscalium Ordinem, 8 September 1912.


� Some historians hold that the First Order was not prepared for this turnaround from “director” to become “formator”, educator and companion. (Bedrune, Leone)


� Cf. Bedrune, Leone op. cit.


� See what was said earlier in this Unit on the two Exhortations (Letters) to All the Faithful, pp.15ff.


� This is the text of the 1289 Rule, art. 19.


� The Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order – with a catechism and instruction, Franciscan Herald Press, 1981


� cf. Rodondo, OFM Conv., Valentin, “The Secular Franciscan Order” in Koinonia, 1998 - 2


� Cf. Benet Fonck, O.F.M., video talks on the SFO Constitutions.


� Jn 15:1, 4


� Jn 17:21


� Grail, simplified version of Christifideles laici, op. cit., p. 27


� SFO Rule, ch. 2, art. 4


� Cf. Australian EJournal of Theology, August 2005, article by Brian Gleeson CP, “The Church as a People of God. A People in Communion”


� This is the Laity (simplified version of Christifideles laici), Grail publication, Middx, 1989.


� Benet Fonck, OFM, op. cit.


� ibid.


� ibid.


� Ibid.


� From The Good News for Modern Man, Australian edition,1988


� SFO General Constitutions, art. 31


� Benet Fonck, OFM, op. cit.


� Colbourne, OFM Cap, Patrick, The Autonomy and Unity of the Secular Franciscan Order, Franciscan Institute of Oceania, 2002.


� G. Plaudet is quoted in Letter to Assistants, 1998 - 3, n. 18.


� GG.CC SFO  art. 1.5


� Schafer, OFM, Carl, “The Pauline Rule” in Koinonia, 1998 - 8


� Note: Though this may appear to have a hierarchical structure, it is democratic in that each fraternity votes its own ministers and council or council representatives.


� Rule 2. 20


� Nils Thompson, Koinonia, 1998 – 3 “The Autonomy of the SFO”


� Catechism of the Catholic Church, n. 799


� Brusac, TOR, Zvonimir, “Participation in the Life and Mission of the Church” in Koinonia, 2000, n. 28


� Catechism of the Catholic Church, ibid.


� CL 32





