LED BY THE SPIRIT

A Regional
 Workshop for Formators in the Secular Franciscan Order

1. INTRODUCTION

You may ask the question, “Why are we having a workshop on Formation when there is a National Seminar planned for October this year?” My answer, as I see it, is because this workshop is a preparation time for the Seminar to get us thinking about this important aspect of our Fraternity.


Our aim in this workshop is to establish Guidelines or Criteria to judge formation programs and apply these to the materials and books that we have at hand. 


Due attention to a program of formation is essential to the future of the SFO. For some years, writers have spent a good deal of time and space devoted to this subject. Why has this been happening? I think it is because the SFO Rule of 1978 has awakened us to the need of taking a new approach to this aspect of formation in order to combat an increasingly materialistic society. This has already been intimated by the Presidency of the International Council of the SFO in its “Guidelines for Formation”, published in 2001. From this point of view, I think we should spend some time to examine, first of all, the concept of “formation” and then the role of the Formator (Master of Formation) who, together with the Council, takes on the responsibility of guiding formation, not only for new members in Initial Formation, but for On-going Formation as well. So let us now turn to the first idea:
2. THE CONCEPT OF FORMATION







2.1 What is “Formation” all about?






This is an important question that should be clarified right at the beginning of our workshop. Michael Higgins TOR pointed out some years ago that it is important to recognize the distinction between “formation” and “information”. He says, “Unfortunately, most formation programs focus primarily on information, that is, the intellectual development of new and current members of the fraternity”. Higgins goes on to say: “Much attention is given to ‘teaching’ the members about St Francis by studying his writings, the documentation/ literature about him, the history of the Order and its structure on various levels, and a host of other topics that concern Franciscan life and spirituality. This is well and good, and should continue to be fostered at all levels in the Order.”

“Formation, however, involves more than intellectual knowledge. Formation is      fundamental to the life of the brothers and sisters and carries more importance than how much knowledge one may have about Francis or about the Order. Formation deals with human and spiritual development at every level and dimension of life. It is the process of a gradual unfolding of a person’s identity as a child of God made in the image and likeness of Christ, and empowered by the Holy Spirit.”




The Presidency Guidelines
 say, “Formation is to help brothers and sisters to discover the novelty and vitality of their own call as a gift of the Spirit in following Jesus in the manner of St Francis of Assisi.” From this we can see that formation is “a process of facilitating the total development of a personality within the context of the Franciscan tradition in the Church. This formation, in its initial stages, comes to a high point or peak experience with permanent commitment, which is also called ‘profession’.”


















“The goal of formation in the SFO is to prepare the candidate to make a permanent commitment toward personal union with the Lord Jesus in the tradition and spirituality of the Franciscan Family, according to the proper role of a secular person in the Church in the light of Vatican II....”


If we want to learn what Franciscan Formation is all about, let us turn to the life of St Francis himself in his “conversion experiences” and there we will see that it was not the knowledge he had but the Spirit who led him to change his way of life and come to a closer relationship with God. At the beginning, he felt completely lost and begged God to give him light and understanding of what God wanted him to do. We see this reflected in the well-known Prayer for Conversion:

“Most High, glorious God, enlighten the darkness of my heart;  Give me true faith, certain hope, and perfect charity, sense and knowledge, Lord, that I may carry out your holy and true command.”


Franciscan formation, therefore, is founded on a personal encounter with the Lord. It begins with the call of God and the decision of each one to follow, with St Francis, the footprints of the poor and crucified Jesus Christ, as his disciple, under the action of the Holy Spirit. Prayer is an essential element in the formation program.


Formation is a continuous process of growth and conversion that involves the entire life of the person called to develop his own human, Christian and Franciscan dimension by living the holy Gospel radically.
 


What this is saying is that in Franciscan Formation, both Initial and On-going, all Franciscans are called to follow the example of St Francis of Assisi, especially to enter into a more profound and intimate personal relationship with the very person of Jesus Christ. Like the members of his Church, but with their own service and love, they participate in the mission of the Church of God, announcing the Kingdom of God to everyone with and in the power of the Holy Spirit.


The role and principal duty of the Franciscan charism, lived and witnessed to by Franciscans, both religious and laity, consists in living the Gospel and of going throughout the world announcing the Gospel to all creatures.







2.2  Formation is a Process 








We are all human and it is the whole person that has to be ‘formed’ in body, psyche and spirit for an integral formation so that, through suitable means, each one can live as a member of society and of the Church and the Secular Franciscan Order. This formation must be progressive, leading to growth and maturity. At the same time, there must be harmony and a coming to new knowledge, while still keeping in touch with the reality of life and work.












This development is only gradual yet systematic, avoiding improvisation and fragmentation. There must be constant growth, capable of discernment and openness to renewal in order to achieve our purpose in the best possible way. The danger that faces formators is that they will try to do “too much too soon” which could be destructive for some people.
















Whatever is taught must be solidly based on correct Catholic doctrine. The formator keeps in close touch with each inquirer, paying particular attention to each one’s personality and life story. There must be a continual reference from what is being learnt to the reality of daily life, “going from the Gospel to life and life to the Gospel.”

2.3 
Who is responsible for Formation? 






The answer to this question is clear: The Formator together with the Council and, ultimately, all the members of that fraternity. However, it is the elected Formator who takes the primary role in formation. He or she makes the ultimate choice of materials and directs formation as animator or enabler, but should listen to the Fraternity Council and the Spiritual Assistant for advice.














The second question we need to consider is, “What are the qualities of a formator? What criteria do we have in choosing who should be a good formator?”











The General Constitutions, Article 52 §3 describe the role of the formator (or the master of formation) in this way:
















 The master of formation has the following duties:















a.  To co-ordinate, with the help of the other members of the council, the formative activities of the fraternity;
b. To instruct and enliven the inquirers during the time of initiation, the candidates during the period of initiation formation, and the newly professed;



c. To inform the council of the fraternity prior to profession, concerning the suitability of the candidate for a commitment to live according to the Rule.

Taking on the role of a formator in a Fraternity is an important responsibility, not only  because one takes on the task of forming especially new members into the life of a Secular Franciscan but also because one has to provide a program for on-going formation at Fraternity meetings. This role demands patience and discernment to understand what new members and the professed members need to know for their formation or on-going formation, and how to correct erroneous ideas with kindness and love.


The formator has to develop a certain kind of personality so that he or she can provide encouragement and a readiness to guide new members especially by answering questions but also leading them towards forming a Franciscan mentality and approach to the world around them. But ultimately, all members of the Fraternity must realise that they are co-responsible with the formator for the formation of the new members of Fraternity.
 In other words, we must remember that formation is not a solo effort of the formator or of the ones being formed. It belongs to all the members of that Fraternity as well.

 
The Presidency’s Formation Guidelines tell us “Formation for formators and those holding this responsibility is one of the greatest problems, because in them formation should be visible in order to be transmitted to the other brothers and sisters, in particular, to the new members of the Fraternity.”

2.4  The Central Place of the Word of God in the Life of a Franciscan


Br Ivan Matic OFM states, “The Franciscan movement has assumed the Word of God, lived in fraternity, as its programme for life right from the beginning. Thus, through a Gospel life it influenced the renewal of the Church and cooperated in its mission in the world. But the Holy Spirit continued and still continues to enrich the Church with the new. There are in the Church, for some decades now, new charisms and movements that are the recent gifts of the Holy Spirit for these our times. Pope John Paul II reminds us of it when he says that one of the gifts of the Spirit to our time is certainly the flowering of church movements that, since the beginning of his papacy, continue to show a motive for hope to the Church and to men.”


The central role of the Word of God in all these movements shows us – just as it showed St Francis in his time – that God’s word is ever fruitful and can enrich our understanding of Jesus and his message. Each time we meet, the Word of God must have pride of place, and we should allow time for reflection on this word as it applies to our lives in our particular situation.


The General Constitutions of the Order remind us that, “The Secular Franciscan, committed to following the example and the teachings of Christ, must personally and assiduously study the Gospel and Sacred Scripture. The fraternity and its leaders should foster love for the word of the Gospel and help the brothers and sisters to know and understand it as it is proclaimed by the Church with the assistance of the Spirit.”

2.5 We are part of a Universal Family: The Franciscan Family


“There are many spiritual families in the Church with different charisms. Among these families, the Franciscan Family, which in its various branches recognizes St Francis of Assisi as its father, inspiration and model, must be included.”
 

“The Franciscan family, as one among many spiritual families raised up by the Holy Spirit in the Church, unites all members of the people of God - laity, religious, and priests - who recognise that they are called to follow Christ in the footsteps of St. Francis of Assisi. In various ways and forms, but in life-giving union with one another, they intend to make the charism of their common Seraphic Father present in the life and mission of the Church. The Secular Franciscan Order holds a special place in this family circle.”
 


The Rule and Constitutions of the Secular Franciscan Order tell us, therefore, what the Franciscan Family is and what its role is in our lives as Franciscans. It follows that it is most important that this be made clear from the beginning of the formation program. 


Keeping all these important factors in mind, I shall attempt to present a number of criteria to judge what should or should not be included in the various stages of a Formation Program. 
3. The Conduct of Formation

Keeping all these important factors in mind, we shall attempt to present a number of criteria to judge what should or should not be included in the various stages of a Formation Program.




















What I would like to propose is to examine these criteria in the light of the essential elements that have been outlined above and see how we can use the material we have to form a program for each of the stages of formation. Do the books and materials we are using fulfil the requirements of a good Formation Program or not? What recommendations can we make about the materials available? This is the aim of the Workshop









3.1 Methodology for Formation
The techniques of adult education apply to the process of formation:
 a. Dialogue is more important than lecture;




   
    b.  Sharing oneself and one’s ideas is more important than discussion;                          c.  Many and varied resources are more important than one single text;                      d.  Concrete solutions and answers are more important than theoretical ideas;              e.  Felt needs and lived experience are more important than just projected situations;  f. Applied (experiential) learning is just as important as scholastic or academic or     intellectual input or instruction (and perhaps even more so);    

                  g. The formator (master of formation) is more a facilitator or enabler of growth and development, rather than just a conveyor of information, a teacher or a lecturer.
 
Methodology also includes:


i. Acceptance of the one to be formed 

–  with the person’s experience of life, aspiration, interests, points of view and horizons;

-  with the person’s real problems, capabilities and attitudes.


ii. Reliance     

· on what is good in each one;
· on the real possibilities of growth;
· on the wise use of free time.
iii. The promotion of the involvement of those being formed

iv. The transmission of ideas, information, knowledge of concrete arguments;

v. The seeking to combine the varying levels of knowledge of those being formed.

7. Components of a Formation Program   


















The Formation program should contain five basic components:













   

1)  Group Study and Dialogue with reflections on the SFO Rule, Sacred Scripture and the writings of St Francis, etc. and an opportunity for personal sharing and for question and answer;




















  


 2)  Individual commitment to study, including personal in-depth investigation on the SFO Rule and related topics, and also

















   

3)  prayer and reflection on Scripture;     














  


  
4)  Program of Action or Apostolic Involvement, to put what is learned into practice and to ground the sharing in the concrete realities of fraternal life;









  



   

5)  Liturgical Expressions (as in the Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults) to seal and heighten the formation experience and to move the candidate toward permanent commitment through recognizable gradated liturgical signs (rites of passage, as it were).
      
8. Factors to be considered when designing a Formation Program:






   







1)  Psychological factors to be considered: 
a. acceptance and understanding;

b. faith in the candidate’s potential;
c. trust in the candidate’s desire to be formed;
d. freedom from competition and from a threat from new knowledge and experiences;

e. encouragement and affirmation.




    














2) Physical Factors:
a. a room conducive to personal sharing;
b. a manageable size group of people;
c. adequate time frame.


     






3.4  Resources for Formation










The materials that can be used by those responsible for planning and conducting a formation program are many and varied, but they include the following:
1) Materials

 a. Sacred Scripture;
     b. Writings of Francis and Clare;
     c. documents of Vatican II;
d. Biographies of St Francis and Clare;
e. books on Franciscan spirituality and theology;
f. other official documents from the Holy See and SFO Presidency;
g. timely articles and books on apostolic issues;
h. Franciscan prayer cards and symbols.
2) People 
The agents of formation are people in this process of preparing for permanent commitment. Many are involved:

















a. The Holy Spirit, who calls and prompts the candidate to holiness and to a depth of faith in the Franciscan life, is the primary agent of formation.












b. The person being formed is responsible for his or her formation and must be actively involved in his/her formation as both agent and participant.














c. The Fraternity itself is a highly significant agent of formation because it is responsible to promote and discern vocations, to receive new members into the Order and to sustain commitment; By its example and witness, its fidelity and enthusiasm, it can affirm and give enthusiasm to new members.















d. The Formator is essential for formation to act as a catalyst or facilitator or enabler to move the candidates toward the personal choice of permanent commitment.






















e)  The Spiritual Assistant through homilies, conferences, advice, personal spiritual direction and sharing and involvement in the formation program.













f)  A Sponsor, when used to accompany a newly professed member to “walk with” the new member through the studies and activities of the period of formation. He or she gives personal attention to the candidate.
3) Terminology used for each stage of Formation



The terminology used for each of the stages of formation needs to be clarified so that we avoid any confusion in our understanding of what should be done at each stage.
STAGES: 
1. PERIOD OF INQUIRY




















-    Period of Orientation (at least 3 months).
· Informal “Come and See” and “Get to know”.
· Information provided but without separate formation meetings.
· Concludes with acceptance to commence the period of initiation.


2. PERIOD OF INITIATION 



















  -  A period of discernment (at least 3 months)



  -  Formal Initiation meetings



  -  Concludes with Rite of Admission





3. PERIOD OF INITIAL FORMATION















  -  Preparation for Profession (1 to 2 years which could be extended    another year).
  -  Concludes with the Rite of Profession.
4. ON-GOING or CONTINUING FORMATION
















  -  Permanent and continuing deepening of the Franciscan vocation.
CONCLUDING REMARKS:


The document Guidelines for Formation, published by the Presidency of the International Council of the SFO in Rome,
 begins by saying:

“The Fraternity is the ‘privileged place for developing a sense of Church and the Franciscan vocation and for enlivening the apostolic life of its members.”
 In this context, formation is to help the brothers and sisters to discover the novelty and vitality in their own call as a gift of the Spirit in following Jesus in the manner of St Francis of Assisi.


The life of the Secular Franciscan is considered as a way of global growth of the human and Christian person, in listening to God’s call and in constant conversion to His project, ‘going from Gospel to life and from life to the Gospel.’”


Formation is, then, a way to facilitate the deepening of our response in our daily life, which becomes concrete in the dimensions of:

· Vocational discernment: the process for attaining a clear, conscious and definitive decision concerning the Lord’s call.

· Assimilation of the charism: as a formative journey which begins during initial formation, when the gifts of the Secular Franciscan charism are assumed and interiorized in the person as well as at the fraternal level;

· On-going formation: as a useful means to perfect one’s own identity and fidelity to one’s life commitment. All recognize that this phase needs particular attention.

 
Francis was a man in permanent formation: “Let us begin, brothers and sisters, to serve the Lord our God...” and he was a master of Gospel life, through his example, his Rule and his teachings: “He gave a Rule of life to all and indicated the way of salvation to each one according to his own situation.”
TASKS TO BE CARRIED OUT AT THE WORKSHOP

1. Note the various stages of formation and the constitutions and statutes that govern them;
2. Decide on suitable topics and experiences for each stage of formation – as far as possible;
3. Indicate which topics are essential for each stage – as far as possible;
4. Outline what resources are available for each topic at each stage;
5. Critically assess these resources – as far as possible;
6. Provide illustrations of effective practices in conducting formation;
7. Consider ways of assessing the satisfactory completion of each stage;
8. Note the practical implications of the above.
REGIONAL FORMATION WORKSHOP (14 – 15 MARCH 2009)
STAGE ONE: THE PERIOD OF INQUIRY

· Period of Orientation (at least 3 months)
· Informal “Come and See” and “Get to know each other” meetings
· Information provided but without separate formation meetings
· Conclusion with acceptance to commence the period of Initiation

This period consists in informal meetings with the fraternity (usually some months) leading inquirers to formal meetings with the fraternity and the fraternity’s formator.

 
The aim of this period is to make it a time of preparation and not a “true and proper time of formation.” It is intended, first of all, to be a time of discernment of one’s vocation. The inquirer might ask herself/himself: “Would I feel comfortable as a member of this fraternity or not?” and “Do I feel I want to join this Order?”  Secondly, it is a time when both the inquirer and the fraternity come to know each other in open conversation and sharing.


In a word, the purpose of this period of months is to be informed and, at the same time, to examine one’s motives in seeking entrance to this way of life. So the inquirer must given time to spend with the formator to get to know each other well as they will be sharing many experiences together and they must learn to work in harmony with each other. It is at this time that one gathers information about the inquirer, such as, name and address, phone, fax, mobile phone numbers and those necessary details to keep in contact with the person.


It is good to let the person volunteer information on her/his personal life. This would help us to make a judgment on the suitability of the person for the Secular Franciscan Order or not. However, we must remember to respect privacy. But we must be assured that the person is living a good Christian life, that he or she has been baptized, confirmed and frequents the sacraments.


The period of orientation must guarantee the inquirer an understanding of the seriousness of entry and the freedom of choice regarding moving further towards entry into the Secular Franciscan Order.


(Please read again Pages 1 – 3 above: “What is Formation all about?”)

Questions for Discussion

· Do you agree with the criteria that have been proposed above in discerning a vocation to the SFO? Note amendments.
· Suggest some ways that could be employed to “discover” more about the inquirer that would assist in discernment of his/her vocation.
· How would you amend the list of Some Suggested Topics for the Stage?

· What resources could you suggest to suit this stage best?

Some Suggested Topics at this stage:

 
Note that some topics are essential which I have noted with an asterisk (*); others are for enrichment and are optional.

The call to holiness and the work of the Holy Spirit.
States of life, and who can or cannot join the SFO.
The Franciscan Family.
* Incidents in the life of St Francis and/or St Clare, e.g., use The Little Flowers of St Francis or The Little Flowers of St Clare.
Franciscan Symbols: The Tau Cross, San Damiano Crucifix.
* Franciscan Prayers to learn, e.g., “We adore you....”, “Peace Prayer”, the Angelus

* Franciscan Devotions: the Stations of the Cross, the Franciscan Crown, Visiting the Blessed Sacrament, etc.

REGIONAL FORMATION WORKSHOP (14 – 15 MARCH, 2009)

STAGE 2: PERIOD OF INITIATION 

· Period of discernment (at least 3 months).
· Formal initiation meetings.
· Concludes with Rite of Admission.

We need to distinguish this time from that of Orientation. Orientation is a matter of months to “Come and See” what the SFO is all about. This period is a time of discernment, a time to decide if one is ready to take on the responsibilities to become a Secular Franciscan or not. There is no time laid down as to how long this should be. All we can say is that, when one feels he or she is ready, then the inquirer can be admitted into Candidacy, and Initial Formation can begin on a more concentrated way, in preparation for Profession into the Order.


Those who come should strive to have an active presence within the group so that all the members of the SFO can form a judgment as to the suitability of the individual inquiring. Such questions as the following could be asked to help one form a judgment in making an evaluation:

a) Is this inquirer actively living out his faith e.g. attending Mass and the sacraments or not?

b) Is this inquirer involved in the parish’s activities or not?

c) If this inquirer is married?  Is his/her spouse happy that he/she enters the SFO or not? Will joining the SFO cause the family trouble? 

d) Does this inquirer seem at ease with the SFO and its members or not? Does he/she feel a “movement of the heart” to be part of this Franciscan movement?. Remember, the purpose of this period of months is to be informed and, at the same time, to examine one’s motives in seeking entrance to this way of life. 

At this stage it is essential that some attention be paid to the Rule and what it implies in the life of the candidate. This does not demand a deep study but at least some consideration of Franciscan values and a brief outline of how the Rule came about. The SFO General Constitutions are the application of the SFO Rule to today’s conditions. The application of these to local conditions is written into the Statutes. These are all meant to be guides to how to live out a Franciscan lifestyle as a Secular Franciscan. By reflecting on them one can come to a decision as to whether one wants to be bound by them or not, to take on this role or to leave it for another. 

The importance of studying the Rule and Constitutions is to learn Franciscan values and how to live them as a Secular Franciscan. One needs to discern if one is ready to take on these responsibilities for life or not. The questions we should ask ourselves are: “Is God calling me to serve Him in this way or not? Am I prepared to do what is required of a Secular Franciscan?”


It is important to realise that this process of discernment is not what you want, but what God wants. One must pray and ask the help of the Holy Spirit to discern God’s wishes for one’s life. Is God calling you to follow this path or not? 


The challenge that faces each Secular Franciscan is to pursue the journey that St Francis has shown us towards true conversion. We are to be “sisters and brothers of the charism” and to find our life, and its meaning, in relationship to God.
 This is only the beginning of a process that will continue all our lives.

Questions for Discussion

· Can you suggest some ways that would make studying the Rule and Constitutions more interesting? E.g., activities, research, reading?

· Discuss how St Francis came to realise his vocation and how would that apply to the inquirer.
· How would you amend the list of Some Suggested Topics for the Stage?
· What resources could you suggest to suit this stage best?

The following topics are chosen to help you:

Suggested Topics for this Stage:

The theology of a vocation; 

The Call to holiness; 

* The process of discernment;
Franciscan Values; 

Coming to know myself (e.g. transactional analysis);
* Short reflections on the SFO Rule; 

How to read the Sacred Scriptures;
* Franciscan Prayer;
* Reflections on the life of St Francis of Assisi;
Reflections on the life of St Clare;
Spiritual Reading.
REGIONAL FORMATION WORKSHOP (14 – 15 MARCH, 2009)
STAGE 3: PERIOD OF INITIAL FORMATION – CANDIDACY

· Preparation for Profession (1 to 2 years, which can be extended up to another year).
· Concludes with Rite of Profession.

Fr Michael Higgins TOR makes some very apt comments on this period of formation, which I quote here:

Key Franciscan Charisms

 
The prologue of the Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order is taken from St. Francis’ Earlier Exhortation to the Brothers and Sisters of Penance.  It provides a wonderful lens through which the rest of the Rule can be read and appreciated.  Based on this text, formation can be viewed as the process by which sisters and brothers become people who love God, love their neighbours, are conscious of and work to address their sinful natures, have an appreciation and hunger for the sacraments, and who produce “worthy fruits of penance.”  In a word, formation asks them to become “people of mercy” and to be actively and conscientiously involved with growing in holiness at every level of their lives, that is, they accept a specific “Franciscan” direction and spiritual outlook as their own.

 
Seculars share in the basic charisms of the Franciscan family in terms of the example of holy and integrated lives given by Sts. Francis and Clare and spiritual identity as articulated in the Rule. They are encouraged to be people of poverty, minority, contemplation and ongoing conversion and to find a way to live these charisms in a vibrant and real way in their secular state.




PREPARATION FOR PROFESSION


Entry into this stage should be properly celebrated using the SFO Ritual and by welcoming the new member into the SFO. The celebration, however, is only “low key” and should not overshadow the greater event of Profession into the Order.


At this stage we come to consider seriously the preparation for Profession that could take place within two years, or if circumstances demand it, in three years. It is at this time that a more concerted study of the Rule and Constitutions should be undertaken and their practical application to daily life of a Secular Franciscan. Attention should be given to how the SFO Rule came about and its development to the Pauline Rule of 1978. Reflections on the Rule and Constitution should also be supplemented by discussions of these as well. Praying the Rule is also helpful in this important stage of formation.


This period of time used to be called a “Novitiate”, but the term has been dropped because we want to distinguish the SFO as a truly “secular” Order and not a religious Order in the Church. The participants are termed “candidates” rather than “novices” for the same reason. However, just as in a novitiate for religious, in this period, prayer should play a major role in the lives of the candidates and all should be involved in discerning the vocation of each candidate. Bible reflections, Paraliturgies, adoration before the Blessed Sacrament and reflection days are good ways to fulfil this aspect of this period. Bible Study does not fulfil this requirement as the focus should be on prayer and reflection.

Immediate Preparation for Profession

Shortly prior to the day of Profession of the Rule, adequate time should be given to the study of the Profession formula and its meaning, as this is what a person promises to observe for the rest of that person’s life. The seriousness of the occasion should be stressed and should not be taken lightly. It is a life commitment and not one that can be dismissed like a hobby or an interesting excursion. While there is no sin attached to the breaking of this commitment, it is a promise one makes to God as a response to a vocation, a call from God, for one’s future holiness. 


The Profession ritual should also be discussed and the meaning of each part should be explained carefully. The day of Profession is a significant event that should be celebrated by the whole Fraternity and not just by an individual member or by the candidates themselves and their families.

The Significance and Importance of Profession


“The brothers and sisters who are called to the Franciscan way of life in the Secular Fraternity make their profession during a specific celebration according to the Ritual of the SFO. This should not be overlooked because the celebration constitutes the moment when the foundation of the real meaning of the life of the one being professed is established while, at the same time, there follows an exchange involving a response to God’s action. In fact, the consequence of a commitment which a person undertakes springs from a commitment that has already been made and a commissioning which God had already made with respect to that person....”

Note Article 42 §4 “Profession does not only commit those professed to the fraternity, but also in the same way it commits the fraternity to be concerned with their human and religious well-being.”

Questions for Discussion
· What criteria could you suggest as important in discerning if a candidate is ready for profession?

· What are some ways we could bring out the significance of a candidate’s Profession Day for the candidate and for others?

· Suggest ways of celebrating the event in the Fraternity.

· How would you amend the list of Suggested Topics for this Stage?

· What resources could you suggest to suit this stage best?

Some suggested suitable topics/activities for this stage could be the following:
· The SFO Rule and Constitutions.*
· The Meaning and Significance of SFO Profession.*
· Franciscan Prayer and Mysticism.*
· Activities with the poor e.g. visiting hospitals, etc.

· Interaction with the local Fraternity.
· Days of recollection or retreat.*
· Bible study and prayer, e.g., Paraliturgies.
· Discussion of videos, DVDs etc. On St Francis and/or St Clare.*
· Preparation for major Franciscan Feasts.
· Lives of Franciscan Saints.*

· Franciscan Spirituality: Poverty, Minority, Contemplation.
REGIONAL FORMATION WORKSHOP (14 – 15 MARCH, 2009)
STAGE 4: “ON-GOING” OR “CONTINUING” FORMATION


This stage is devoted to on-going or continuing enrichment and development of the Secular Franciscan vocation. “It should be understood as an aid in the conversion of each and everyone and in fulfilment of their proper mission in the Church and in society.”
  It is, of course, open to a wide range of topics, but I would like to suggest some criteria or guidelines, as I see it
, in choosing material to be used at the Fraternity Meeting or on the occasion of a recollection or retreat.

1. Choose material that is relevant and important for the Fraternity to consider and adapted to the members’ capability and interests.
2. Do not overburden fraternity members with too much material to study. It is better to do less and do it more thoroughly and prayerfully. Keep in mind the aim of the fraternity meeting to foster fraternal life, and to improve the human, Christian and Franciscan formation of its members and also for sustaining their witness and commitment in the world.

3. Allow time for “socializing” and sharing one another’s experiences. This is very valuable for building up fraternity.

4. See what has been said already about the five basic components of a Formation Program above, page 7.

Fr Michael Higgins makes some important observations that we should note:

Ongoing Conversion 

“Ongoing conversion challenges the brothers and sisters to recognize that Christian and Franciscan life is a continuous journey of faith.  A necessary requirement of this journey is an open and docile spirit.  The secular must be willing to accept that he or she does not have all the answers and be willing to change and develop. 

 Cf. SFO Rule Art. 7
 
The Franciscan charisms of poverty, minority, contemplation, and ongoing
 conversion encourage seculars to be formed as people of mercy.  This means that they grow in a gentle acceptance of the importance of self-growth based on a willingness and ability to change.
 
As seculars grow in the spiritual life, they are challenged to become ever more sensitive to others – especially to the needy, poor and marginalized, and to recognize and be willing to address the broken conditions of culture and society.  Authentic spiritual formation calls the brothers and sisters beyond the narrow concerns of self development and makes them sensitive to what is around them in their society and the world.”
 


Fr Michael goes on to warn us to watch out for the following:

a. The importance of fraternities to collaborate between Initial and On-going Formation to ensure smooth continuity of a program. Hence, he notes the importance of the Formation Team to work together and communicate regularly.

b. Formators must be aware of cultural differences and how cultural values affect the women and men who come to the fraternity.

c. The importance in identifying and addressing aspects of their society and to be ready to constructively criticize them in the light of Franciscan and Gospel values. The goal of the formation process is to help people see and judge the world as Jesus has taught us and to be alert to what the Church says to guide us. Cf. Art. 19, SFO Rule.

Questions for Discussion

· How can we help Fraternities recognize cultural difficulties in their Fraternity and how to deal with them?

· What are some of the issues that we should face up to in today’s society here in Australia and that we should be aware of and know how to address?

· How would you amend the list of Suggestions for this Topic?

· What resources could you suggest to suit this stage best?

Suitable Topics for this stage could be the following:

· Lives of Franciscan Saints.
· Specific aspects of Franciscan Spirituality.
· History of the Rule of the SFO.
· Articles from CIOFS.
· Articles on current Church issues.
· Franciscan approach to current issues in our society.
· Sharing aspects of the faith journey of fraternity members.
· Sharing with other members of the Franciscan Family.
� This refers to the St Clare Regional Fraternity of New South Wales and A.C.T.


� Koinonia, 2003- 2, n. 38 Higgins, Fr Michael “Formation and the SFO”, p. 1


� Cf. Presidency of the International Council of the SFO, Guidelines for Formation, Rome, 2001


� CIOFS Working paper on Initial Formation.


� Ibid.


� Matic ofm, Ivan, “The Secular Franciscan Order and the Church Movements in the Formation of Franciscans of the First Order and TOR.” Koinonia, 2001 – 3, n. 31


� Unfortunately, many programs fail in this aspect by presenting an overpowering amount of information at this early stage of formation.


� Cf. General Constitutions, art. 30


� Guidelines for Formation, op. cit. Preliminary Notes


� Matic OFM Ivan, ibid. quotes a homily of Pope John Paul II on the vigil of Pentecost, 1996.


� Cf. SFO General Constitutions,  Art. 9 §2


� SFO Gen Constitutions Art 1 §2


� Rule of SFO, 1 and 2.


� CIOFS Working paper on Initial Formation.


� Ibid. The whole of this section comes from CIOFS Working paper on Initial Formation.


� The Presidency of the International Council of the SFO, Guidelines for Formation, Rome, 2001


� See my article on this topic: Appendix 2, “The Fraternity as a ‘Privileged Place’” where I reflect on this subject.


� SFO General Constitutions art. 38


� Cf. Higgins, “Formation and the Secular Franciscan Order”, op. cit.


� Cf. SFO General Constitutions, Art. 40 §1 “The purpose of this period is the maturation of the vocation, the experience of the evangelical life in fraternity, and a better knowledge of the Order. This formation should be carried out with frequent meetings for study and prayer and with concrete experiences of service and of apostolate. These meetings should be held, as far as possible and opportune, in common with the candidates of other fraternities.”


� Cf. Cangelosi OFM Cap, Felice, “Profession in the SFO: A Gift and Commitment”


� Art. 43 §1


� I am open to any suggestions or corrections in this area.


� Cf. Art 50 §1


� Ibid.
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