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Assembly of the International Council for Evangelisation

Manila – 20th to 28th of October  2009

----------------------

AN EVANGELISING FRATERNITY
I am pleased to come here to reflect with you on some important aspects of evangelisation in the context of a world which is changing and to refer to our franciscan identity. The theme, objectives and methodology were well defined in the letter of convocation sent out by the Secretariat for Evangelisation for this seminar “An Evangelising Fraternity”: Renewing our motivations and our method of evangelising today”. 

Introduction

The theme is well known, as is the language. 

Some important documents from the last 20 years can be remembered:

· First of all, the Final Document of the General Chapter in San Diego, USA (1991, The Order and Evangelisation Today states: “In virtue of our vocation, we are an evangelising fraternity sent throughout the world”
, identifying evangelisation as “the reason for being of the Order”, and, therefore, making it arise from our vocation itself. Evangelisation, therefore, is not a particular activity or option, but is an essential and indispensable aspect of our franciscan identity. 

· In 1996, Hermann Schalueck (the then Minister General), offered the universal fraternity his reflections on evangelisation in: To Fill the Earth with the Gospel of Christ. The Minister General to the Friars Minor on Evangelisation: from tradition to prophecy (26th May 1996) and dedicated all Chapter II (nos. 47 – 104) to “An Evangelising Fraternity”.

· Following the decisions of the Chapter in Assisi (1997), Giacomo Bini and his Definitory worked out a guide for the application of the document of the General Chapter, listing 5 Priorities for the six-year period 1997-2003. In the fourth Priority, concerning evangelisation, they clearly re-affirmed the concepts already in existence: “We are a fraternity and an evangelising fraternity. This is our vocation and our reason for being in the Church and in the world… Our munus is that of giving testimony, as Friars, in order to make known the “good, all good, supreme good, the living and true Lord God”. 

· In the Final Document of the Plenary Council of Guadalajara, Mexico (10th November 2001), the Order again reflected on its mission in the context of a world which was changing and offered guidelines for “an evangelical project of a fraternity-in-mission”. It says, in fact: “We wish always to enter more deeply into this discipleship of Jesus and to realize as brothers-in-relationship our identity as a contemplative and itinerant Fraternity-in-mission”
.  In this way, a new concept was introduced into the document by highlighting the characteristics of the franciscan evangelising fraternity. 

I have no intention of listing all the documents of the Order concerning the theme to be dealt with. We haven’t time. We cannot, however, forget the Rule and General Constitutions (especially in chapters IV and V) which should be the main sources of our study and reflection. I will add to these inspirational and linking documents: the Ratio formationis franciscanae (1991), in no. 19 of which it is affirmed: ”The fraternity is the primary place in which the Gospel is lived and proclaimed, since in it each Friar is himself evangelized and from it receives the mission to evangelize”.

In summary, I repeat: the theme is not new. We all have read the documents of the Order at least once, and every one of you here could carry out, possibly better than I, the task entrusted to me today. It can be seen today that there is a greater awareness of the importance of living and giving witness to the Gospel in fraternity as a characteristic note of our charism. There are good documents and valid instruments to guide our path as disciples and apostles of Jesus in the footprints of Francis. 

What do we lack then?. Why must we return to reflect once again on this theme that is well known and has been discussed so often?

Are we, perhaps, used to “living peacefully” with the documents, with or without which nothing changes? Or is it, perhaps, that the words “Fraternity and evangelising fraternity” have already become a repetitive slogan which no longer arouses wonder or questions in us?. Or is it, perhaps, that we lack, here and there in the Order (and in ourselves) the courage to pass from the word to action, from orthodoxy to orthopraxis, from knowledge to conscience and from conscience to life? In other words, our task, that of daring, as individuals and as fraternity, to apply the theory acquired to everyday life – most arduous and urgent - still lies ahead of us. Without this ongoing embodiment everything we write and say (no matter how good or just it may be) will be nothing more than an ideology.

With regard to this division between thinking and saying, and saying and doing, allow me to quote a provocation of Giacomo Bini.

Without measuring his words, the then Minister General wrote these observations on the situation of the Order today to all the fraternities: “Nobody can claim today that our project of evangelical life is not clear: it's just that it hasn't become an existential project for us and a new manner of living. The inherent problem of these documents which have shown us the Franciscan path over recent years is not that they are too many, or too long, or too unclear: the problem is that they have been received (when they have been received...) as simply "documents" and not as important tools for restructuring and reanimating our daily living. Here's a simple test: ask yourself, and answer honestly: when was the last time I've read the General Constitutions?... If even a few fraternities really believed that our gospel project of life is a message of reconciliation and liberation for today's world, and their activities derived directly from and were powered by this conviction, so many things would change in our Order and in our world! I am convinced that there exists, almost everywhere, a genuine passion and love for our vocation, but these must still catch fire and become a living, energetic and effective presence capable of going beyond the mental and environmental structures which still stifle us, beyond the anxiety for survival which pushes us blindly towards conservatism, beyond the failures and resentments still looming from the past, beyond consideration of age and number, and above all beyond the disjunction between being and doing”
.

What do we lack? Perhaps we lack a profound conviction that is capable of moving not only our minds but also our hearts, hands and feet; or we lack an interior power capable of transforming our life into a more visible and credible presence for the world today. 

The objectives of our meeting, therefore, do not consist so much of discussing concepts, but of “renewing our motivations and our way of evangelising today”. 

I now wish, in simple words, to list some points which seem important to me and on which we must reflect together during these days so that our living and giving witness to the Gospel may become a reality and be of benefit to us and to the entire Order. 

I. The munus of evangelisation

1. At the service of the Kingdom: a special aspect of the franciscan fraternity

The specific munus of the Friars Minor was pointed out by St. Francis when, in his Letter to the Entire Order, he wrote: “Give praise to God because He is good, exalt Him by your deeds, for this reason He sent you into the whole world, that you may bear witness to His voice in word and deed and bring everyone to know that there is no one who is all-powerful except Him” (LtOrd. 9-10; cf. 1 Cel 33; GGCC art 83 §1). The whole history of the Friars Minor confirms that the announcement of the Gospel is the vocation, mission and reason for being of the fraternity. The Rule itself, illustrating the vocation of the Order in the Church, reminds us that we Friars are called to be with Christ and are sent to preach and cure the sick (cf. Mk 3,13-15; 1Cel 24). This munus was not entrusted to individuals, but to the entire fraternity. It concerns all, without distinction. The Legend of the Three Companions tells us that “the Chapter having ended, Francis gave the duty of preaching to all, both clerics and lay, who had the Spirit of God and the required capacity”
 It was something different in the Church of that time, evangelisation was not reserved only to clerics but entrusted to the entire fraternity. “All the Friars… are to make everyone know… that no one is all‑powerful except God… All the friars are to share in the task of evangelisation that belongs to the whole Church” (GGCC art. 83, § 1 and 2): all the Friars, without any distinction, whether of age or role, cleric or lay, healthy or ill, must feel they are called to evangelise: “wherever they are and whatever they do, the friars are to dedicate themselves to the task of evangelisation” (GGCC, art. 84).

2. Starting out from Christ and in the footprints of Francis
The permanent element of evangelisation does not exist outside Christ. Evangelisation is a gift from Christ. It is an aspect of following Christ. “As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world” (Jn 17,18). Everything in life and death was a gift from God for Francis, but he was aware, in a particular way, of the intrinsic link between his vocation and the mission entrusted to him. “The Lord gave me, Brother Francis, thus to begin doing penance… The Lord Himself led me among [lepers] and I showed mercy to them” (Test 1.2). To be disciples and to be apostles, in the optic of following, is one and the same thing. Nobody is called for himself, but to the service of the Kingdom. We are called to follow Jesus, “by living the Gospel… and by announcing the Gospel” (GGCC art 1).

We do so after the example of Francis. The whole life of Francis is a living Gospel, a permanent announcement of the presence of Jesus Christ, who was crucified and died among men. Bonaventure summarises the life and mission of Francis: “In his whole life Francis followed nothing except the footsteps of the cross, he tasted nothing except the sweetness of the cross, and he preached nothing except the glory of the cross”
. To follow the poor and crucified Jesus, to glory in His cross and to preach it was Francis’ project of life and, therefore, of every Friar Minor (cf. GGCC art. 85).

II. An evangelising fraternity

It would be worth while to read together the first article of Chapter V of the General Constitutions on evangelisation: “After the example of Saint Francis, who "made a tongue out of his whole body", they are to be ready to receive the inspiration of the Lord, and, wherever they have been called and sent, they are to build up all the nations in word and deed, by the purity of their entire life” (Art. 83, §2). “He made a tongue out of his whole body” (toto suo corpore fecerat linguam): this curious expression comes from Celano (1Cel 97) and means that Francis proclaimed the evangelical message not only through his word, but especially through example. Through a life of contemplation and penance, a radically evangelical life, and after the example of St. Francis, the Friars should announce “the coming of God's kingdom through their witness of a simple Franciscan presence” (GGCC art. 84), a presence nourished by faith, a humble, fraternal, and prophetic presence. The testimony of an authentic Christian life is the primary and irreplaceable form of evangelisation. This way is often the only possible way in certain situations. In his post-synodal exhortation, Ecclesia in Asia, John Paul II stated: “Genuine Christian witness is needed especially now, because people today put more trust in witnesses than in teachers, in experience than in teaching, and in life and action than in theories. This is certainly true in the Asian context, where people are more persuaded by holiness of life than by intellectual argument”
.

1. a presence of  faith. To fulfil the vocation of disciple and apostle, it is always necessary, in contact with the Master, “ announce what we have seen and touched”( 1Jn 1, 1-4). As Jesus was attentive to the plan of the Father and allowed Himself to be loved by Him, the disciple must, above all, allow himself to be transformed by the light and the love of the Risen Lord. He must enter into the same dynamic of the mission of the Master by living the same love by which the Father loves the Son and the Son loves the Father. “With me in them and you in me, that the world will realise that it was you who sent me and that you have loved them as much as you have loved me” (Jn 17,23). Our communion with the Brothers arises from this communion of life and death with the Lord. “No one can evangelise who has not first accepted evangelisation”
 . The General Chapter in San Diego – USA also echoed this highly important demand of evangelisation: “If we are not rooted in prayer and contemplation of the life of God, our life will become flat, our mission will not produce lasting fruits and our fraternity will suffer”
. The evangelising fraternity is, above all, a fraternity of faith in which the lived and shared word becomes an absolute criterion of daily discernment. The methodology of evangelisation suggested by John Paul II is that of sanctity: “It is not enough to update pastoral techniques, organize and coordinate ecclesial resources… What is needed is to create a new "ardour for holiness”… Let us remember the missionary enthusiasm of the first Christian communities. Despite the limited means of travel and communication in those times, the proclamation of the Gospel quickly reached the ends of the earth... Underlying this missionary dynamism was the holiness of the first Christians and the first communities” 

2. a humble presence.  Let the Friars live “subject to all” among the people, sharing the life of the poor (Rnb XVI). Let them live minority as a visible sign of the ever-minor God, accepting, even to ultimae consequences, the logic of the cross: “They must rejoice when they live among people considered of little value and looked down upon, among the poor and the powerless, the sick and the lepers, and the beggars by the wayside” (Rnb IX, 2).  Let  them also live this minority “in fraternal communion” with all those who are minors, in the social sense, in this world as a sign of solidarity with the least of society, for whom poverty and submission are not choices but often a condition of life, and who cannot even plan for tomorrow. 

3. a fraternal presence. Our fraternal life, in the measure in which it is really lived, becomes a visible sign of a God who loves and forgives. It is the community which evangelises through its unity. When I say ‘unity’, I do not mean it in the sense of structures or organisation, places or activities. By ‘unity’, I mean, above all, relationships and communication, fraternal solidarity and sharing of profound experiences, common projects of life and the sense of belonging. The franciscan fraternity, as a place of communion and service, is an “Epiphany-Church”, which reflects and manifests the presence of the Kingdom of God among men and women and, in the context of a fractured and divided world, becomes, at the same time, a sign and “pro-vocation”. “Father, may they be one, so that the world may believe it was you who sent me” (Jn 17, 21). Therefore, the franciscan fraternity is never a circle closed in on itself, but opens up to the world in an attitude of communion and peace, of dialogue and solidarity. It would be a countersign if we were to pray and work for peace in the world and, within our fraternity, we did little or nothing to reconcile ourselves with each other or to show that we belong to the same family, and that clerics or lay Friars, old or young, we are all brothers.
4. a prophetic presence. Our fraternity, in fulfilling the duty to evangelise, should be a “prophetic fraternity” (GGCC, art. 115; 87 §2). The prophet is the mediator between God and humanity. He speaks of God to others and of men and women to God. He has to be faithful to God who sends him and, at the same time, faithful to those to whom he is sent. Therefore, the prophetic attitude is, first of all, that of listening and of “obedience”. Our fraternity is prophetic in the measure that it is obedient to divine inspiration and, at the same time, is attentive to the signs of the times, ready to discern and accept, with respect, the hidden presence of God in the different religions, cultures and situation (cf. GGCC art. 93), capable of undertaking new forms and discovering new horizons in order to live the franciscan charism among people. “Convinced that our evangelising vocation is essentially prophetic, we feel the urgency to announce Jesus Christ throughout the world and in all cultures, to denounce all that is opposed to the project of God. Our prophetic condition requires us to bring the Good News to all levels of humanity and, through its renewing influence, to transform it into a new creature (cf. 2Cor 5,17)”
. This is a great challenge. There is a real risk that, in always living our life within our cloisters and tying it down to a place and stable style of life, we will, in the end, become more monks than Friars Minor and we will lose contact with the earth, the people and history, and end up living our vocation only for ourselves in an attitude of self-sufficiency. It is always necessary to walk with history and in history. Dialogue with the world, with the poor, cultures and religions is an integral part of the franciscan vocation/mission. We fulfil this prophetic task, not only as a simple service to the Church but rather in the eschatological prospective of the Kingdom that is to come, a Kingdom of justice, of peace, of truth and of love.
5. a missionary presence. Although our theme does not deal directly with the “ad gentes” mission or, better, the mission among peoples (inter gentes), I think it is worthwhile to mention, at least, this essential dimension of our fraternity. It is not a question of an activity among others. Rather is it a matter of an essential dimension of the franciscan charism which each Friar must live, even if he never goes outside the confines of his own country. St. Theresa of the Child Jesus was chosen as the Patroness of the Missions in the East, not because she had gone on the missions, but because she had made of her life an offering to the Lord for the missions. The General Constitutions state that “our whole fraternity is missionary” (art. 116 §1). The missionary nature, before being a special activity of a person, is an interior attitude which each Friar Minor must have; this will be realised later, when the Lord desires it, as the special way and the paradigm of evangelisation. Faith, of its nature, from a gift received, must become a gift to be given. I am convinced that when the missionary endeavour is lacking in the Order, we lose the most beautiful part of our franciscan life and, at the same time, we run the risk of compromising the development of the Order itself. We could without many of our works and activities, but we cannot and must not renounce the mission.

6. an inculturated presence. Accustomed to reading and seeing our franciscan charism in a way that has been passed down for centuries, we do not notice that the Kingdom of God is a reality that is not identified simply with the visible and is still to come. The Order has already gone beyond the confines of Europe. The contacts with the different cultures, languages, old religions, new social-political situations, unexpected demands, etc., question us; we ask ourselves up to what point have the evangelical and  franciscan message entered into the soul of the people to whom we have been sent and with whom we share the gifts of the Kingdom. The problem of inculturation has never been an object of serious reflection in the Order. It is not a question of claiming one culture is superior to others, rather is it a question of how we present the franciscan message in an intelligible way to present-day people while respecting what is good and positive in their culture. Inculturation is a complex and long process of meeting others in which the essential of our charism is accepted, absorbed and transformed into a style of life in harmony with the culture of people. It is necessary to have an attitude of listening and wonder in order to discover the silent work of the Spirit in nature, history and every culture. Let us take an example of possible inculturation: some principles of life are well known, appreciated and practised by many people in Asia for centuries: the spirit of sacrifice, contemplation, harmony,  love of nature, compassion, etc. These values form a moral system accepted by many. Should it not be obvious that we should present these values, considered by us as franciscan values also (a certain “franciscan culture”), on the basis of the very culture of the peoples of Asia if we wish to live and work in Asia? I am not speaking of the externals of culture (that is, the expression of interior values in gestures, language, symbols, celebrations, rites, art, etc.) which must also occupy an important place in the inculturation of the evangelical and franciscan message.

II. Activity or areas of work
I will be very brief in this part of my reflections. We will listen to those responsible for the different areas of activity of the universal fraternity as they present their work of animation. In recent years, following the chapter decisions of last General Chapters the Order intensifies and revitalises some areas such as justice and peace, parish pastoral work, educational activity and the service of dialogue.

I would like to present some questions to you

1) A worrying fact which we as a General Definitory have noticed from our position of privileged observers of the reality of the Order is the continuous reduction in the number of Friars and, paradoxically, the dizzy increase in activities and works! We keep our traditional activities and add others. We certainly do not lack work, fortunately. But we must question ourselves about how long we can sustain the rhythm and, above all, in what the spirit and style do we carry out these activities? What difference is there between a diocesan parish and a franciscan one? What is the characteristic note of our schools and colleges which distinguishes them from others? The first problem, perhaps, does not consist of the choice in the form of evangelisation but in the mentality with which we fulfil them. I think that before speaking about particular activities, we need to reflect seriously on our being Friars Minor, on the specific nature of a franciscan evangelising fraternity and also on the real situation of our fraternity. It is difficult to open a new franciscan presence, often simply because of the lack of personnel or funds. If the missio ad gentes is the solid point of our identity and the privileged method for the implantatio Ordinis, we must have the courage to reduce our present activities, free the Friars from certain ministries and invest personnel and resources in common projects of mission.


2) The world is changing. Many things have changed even within the Church from the II Vatican Council until today. The biblical sciences, missiology, Christology, etc., have acquired data which are important for a new concept of mission and which favour a new evangelising direction in the Church. A greater knowledge of the life and writings of St. Francis and of our 8 century tradition is also forcing us to review our life and mission. We cannot simply reproduce what was already done. It is necessary to open up to the world and to seek new valid answers to the questions of society and of the Church today , to see to it that our activities may be more in harmony with our charism and, at the same time, significant in a changing world. We recognise that parishes and schools are still important activities for many entities of the Order. But our vision of our mission in the present-day world would be reductive if we were to consider these activities as priorities. It is necessary to identify which forms of activity are more in harmony with our charism and which favour the visibility of a franciscan fraternity and which urgent questions in the world ask a valid and quick response from us today. The socio-cultural phenomena such as migration, physical illness (leprosy, AIDS), the places of fracture (disunited families, exploitation of the young and of women), the pollution of the earth and environment, etc., still take up little time and space in the planning of our prophetic approach to the world. Present-day evangelisation demands a serious analysis and discernment of the situation of the Order, of the Church and of society, and a greater flexibility and urgency in our choices of work.


3) One of the positive effects of globalisation is that of relationships. We live in a net-work of complex and very rapid communication and relations which did not exist beforehand and which involve many. Furthermore, none of us, and no organisation, can offer on its own an exhaustive response to the problems which are often of a global nature. The American bank crisis is one example. This is global and has crossed the borders of the USA. To respond adequately to the many problems of our society, there is need for the collaboration and corresponsibility of all. It is the same in the life of the Church and of the Order. In carrying out the task of evangelisation, we must involve all the members of the same fraternity, giving a role suitable to their vocation to the lay Friars in particular. Furthermore, collaboration with the brothers and sisters of the same family, [articularly the Secular Franciscan Order is the best way to make our franciscan vocation and mission visible. Finally, it is necessary to broaden our tent also to the laity who are not passive beneficiaries of our pastoral activity. They can become protagonists and collaborators in our evangelising and missionary activities. This collaboration would be a chance for our evangelisation to bear fruit, to have our charism spread and for our fraternity to be more solid.

Conclusion

It is necessary to re-inflame in us the direction of our origins by allowing ourselves to be pervaded by Francis’ ardour for evangelisation and of that of the first Friars sent two by two to evangelise. We must revive in ourselves the sentiment of Paul who exclaimed: “I should be punished if I did not preach the Gospel” (1Cor 9,16). Let us follow the example of Paul, of Francis and of the early Friars, not as individuals, but as a fraternity, precisely as an evangelising fraternity.

Br. Ambrose Nguyen Van Si, OFM

Manila, 22nd of October 2008.
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