
In communion and collaboration with the Secular Franciscan Order (SFO)

And the Franciscan Youth (YouFra)

As a point of departure for my reflection, I would like to draw from a beautiful text from the rule of the SFO: 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 recognize 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 each other, they intend to make present the charism of their common Seraphic Father in the life and mission of the Church.

The Franciscans of the SFO and Franciscan youth, as an integral part of the Franciscan family – and in as much as they are secular – all have a specific and important task in evangelization.  Together with the other members of the Franciscan family, they are called, as their rule states, to render our common Franciscan charism present in the mission of the Church. Precisely because they are secular, they live in a world in which we, as religious, cannot easily live. Hence, they are and must be our first and closest collaborators in evangelization and in our common mission of bringing Christ to the entire world and to every creature.    
In the Apostolic Exhortation, Christifideles Laici, John Paul II recalled that the work of the faithful laity is all the more necessary today and that this call “is a concern not only of Pastors, clergy, and men and women religious, but a call addressed to everyone: lay people as well are personally called by the Lord, from whom they receive a mission on behalf of the Church and the world” (ChL 35).
The same Pontiff in his discourse to the members of the General Chapter of the SFO in a private audience, quoting their General Constitutions said, “Secular Franciscans, you live by vocation your belonging to the Church and to society as inseparable realities. For this reason, you are asked first of all to bear a personal witness in the place where you live: "before all:  in [your] family life; in [your] work; in [your] joys and sufferings; in [your] associations with all men and women, brothers and sisters of the same Father; in [your] presence and participation in the life of society; in [your] fraternal relationship with all creatures".

The Pope then underscores firstly the need of bearing witness by one’s life and then highlights the various areas in which Secular Franciscans are called to bring the Good News. These are areas in which we, as Friars Minor, are likewise called to bring the Gospel message; and it is here that we can do so together with the SFO and YouFra, while respecting the various ways and forms of evangelization that can be expressed differently, precisely because our ways of life are so diverse.   
I would like furthermore to recall some areas of evangelization that members and the Fraternity of the SFO and of YouFra consider areas of utmost challenge in today’s world. These are areas in which they themselves seek to respond by the personal witness of their lives.
1. Evangelizing the Family
It is about bringing the Gospel in the families to enable them in this way to take leading roles of a new evangelization through prayer and the listening of the word of God. 

2. Evangelizing Fraternity 
This is about evangelizing ad intra in order to help Fraternity in its life and mission according to the real needs of the local Church and the social life in which they live and work.

3. Evangelizing Society 
This concerns evangelizing the society in which we live with courageous and prophetic initiatives, especially in the field of human dignity from conception to natural death, and in situations of discriminations, marginalization, and indifference toward the weakest and the poorest.

In addition, it is about bringing the Gospel logic to the public life, in politics, in the field of culture, health, education, sport, etc. through courageous activities and initiatives and build, in this way, a more fraternal and Gospel world.

4. Evangelizing the Mass Media
This is about employing all the possibilities offered by the Mass Media today to carry the Gospel message to every person.

5. Evangelizing for a Gospel Conscience of Justice and Peace and Safeguard Creation. 
It is about promoting a Gospel vision of Justice, peace, and safeguarding creation; a vision that is based on the redeeming work of our Lord Jesus Christ and his revelation. 

6. Evangelizing Children and Youth
This is about helping children and youth in the overall human, Christian, and Franciscan growth process by fraternally accompanying them, while using the methods and adequate pedagogical initiatives for their needs. 
Collaboration in the Field of Parish Work 

Allow me to add some words on evangelization in the field of parish work, given that in many countries, we are working in a parish.

Many fraternities of the SFO and of YouFra have started off from within our parishes and are – it can be said – the concrete fruits of our style of Franciscan Evangelization.  At the same time, since we all come from the same charism given by the Spirit to St. Francis of Assisi, the presence of Secular Franciscans was and is also today a true testimony of the beauty of our Franciscan Family 
On their part, “the fraternities established in a parish church should seek to cooperate in the animation of the parochial community, in the liturgy and in fraternal relations. They should integrate themselves into the pastoral apostolate as a whole, with preference for those activities more congenial to the secular Franciscan tradition and spirituality. In the parishes entrusted to Franciscan religious, the fraternities constitute the mediation and the secular witness of the Franciscan charism in the parochial community through their exercise of the fruitful life-giving reciprocity. Therefore, united with the religious, they see to the spreading of the gospel message and of the Franciscan lifestyle”.

I want to underscore some facts about parishes entrusted to the care of our Order. In many of our parishes we have the presence of local fraternities of the SFO which were erected by our own Order as a way of convincing and raising the Friars’ awareness of the importance of Secular Franciscans for the life of the parish. This is also true of the Fraternity of YouFra established in our parishes because of the fascination Franciscan spirituality has among the youth. These young people, drawn by the example of Francis, have wanted to respond to the call and pursue their spiritual journey in the Fraternity of YouFra.      

Therefore, I appeal to all the Friars to support the life and mission of the SFO and YouFra in their apostolate in order to bear an authentic witness of our common charism and promote it in the parish.  For this reason, Provincial Ministers and spiritual assistants of the local fraternities of the SFO and YouFra have a special role.
Then, there are parishes, which are without the presence of an SFO or YouFra. In this case, we must promote the Secular Franciscan spirituality and help the interested laity to discover the beauty of our charism and establish further groups interested in deepening Franciscan spirituality.  On their part, it is necessary that the Friars accompany, form and help these people effectively in their vocational discernment. 
In the Mission Field 

The Secular Franciscans live the mission of Church in fraternity.  Fraternity is the structural base of Franciscan life in a given place, thus making it “the basic unit of the whole Order and a visible sign of the Church, the community of love.”
 They find in fraternity “the privileged place for developing a sense of Church and the Franciscan vocation and for enlivening the apostolic life of its members.”
 Through life in fraternity, they are projected in and with the Church toward all of humanity with people of good will “to build a more fraternal world.”
 This requires a careful look at the signs of the times to involve the fraternities and their members in an effort to be of service “to the world, and specifically to the life of society.”
    

The Secular Franciscans have considered the importance of bearing witness in the very place where they live. They also value service for the edification of the Kingdom of God as their preferred apostolate in today’s world.
 They have been and continue to be very active in the field of real charity such as the poor and the needy, the immigrants, exiles, prisoners, and assisting the sick and the elderly. At times, these initiatives are assumed directly by the Fraternity, while at other times such initiatives already exist in the pastoral work of a parish.
By vocation, the Secular Franciscans are builders of fraternal relationship among people; they are docile instruments in the hands of Christ, the universal reconciler and peacemaker.  Consequently, they must welcome whatever there is of Christ present in every person, and therefore, seek the collaboration of all men and women of good will.  When all is said and done, their mission consists in the effort to “rebuild the Church” according to one’s own secular condition. 

Mission “Ad Gentes”
In these last years, the Secular Franciscans have rediscovered, by a renewed effort for evangelization, the mission ad gentes as a real sign of collaboration in order “to build the Church as a sacrament of salvation for all men and women,
 and by fostering an open and trusting dialogue of apostolic effectiveness and creativity.”

From the moment that all the laity have received the obligation and right
 to see to it that  “the proclamation of salvation is known and welcomed by every person in every place;
 that Christ is announced by their word and life,
 to promote initiatives… that work together for the spread of the Gospel, to remove the causes of marginalization, and serve the cause of peace;
 these tasks cannot help but also be applied to Secular Franciscans who, by virtue of their baptism and profession, are to be “witnesses and instruments of the mission of Church”.

Today, we speak in terms of charitable services and social justice, which are both privileged areas for new ways of commitment for the laity.  Pope John Paul II, in his encyclical, Redemptoris Missio, recommends to us from his first speeches that “missionary evangelization is the primary service which the Church can render to every individual and to all humanity in the modern world.”

In these last years, the Church has appealed to the laity to rediscover the missionary dimension of our Christian vocation.  In the conciliar decree ad gentes concerning missionary activity, the Church invites also the lay people to participate as witnesses and living instruments of her salvific mission; she invites them, furthermore, to develop in themselves and in others the knowledge and love for the missions, and offer teaching aids in the family, in catholic associations, and schools, so that the gift of faith, which they have freely received, can be shared.

An Example:  Missionary Center of the Secular Franciscan Order (MCSFO)

The Missionary Center of the Secular Franciscan Order has been instituted the 20th of September, 1998 under the direction and responsibility of the National Council of the Italian SFO. 

Specific Tasks of the MCSFO are:

· To promote and coordinate initiatives of missionary liveliness and cooperation in the regions.

· To promote and organize volunteer experience abroad (summer camps, twinning, etc.)
· To offer Secular Franciscan Candidates – as individuals or as a family – a formative process and organized technical support for the projects of missionary service ad gentes before, during, and after their re-entry from the mission. 

· To promote informative ways and initiatives relative to global themes that refer to human advances, justice, peace, the care of the environment, the development of peoples, through actualized fraternal means of sobriety and preservation of the earth, and capable of being put into real deeds for a renewed way of Franciscan life. 
For each one of these main exercises, the MCSFO work with 4 types of people or sectors: 1) Animation/Cooperation, 2) Volunteer experience, 3) Missionary laity, and 4) Group GPSC. One must keep in mind that there is a difference between volunteers who stay in the country of mission for a limited period of time (e.g. 1 month, summer work camps, etc.) and missionary laity who embark on deeper journey and have a longer stay of a minimum of 2-3 years in the mission.  For further information, one can consult the website: www.cemiofs.it. 
Group Exercises

1. Please indicate some directions and formulate concrete proposals for the collaborations with the SFO and YouFra in Evangelization and in the missions, keeping in mind the areas indicated on the card.

2. In what way can Secular Franciscans make a significant contribution to the renewal of our way of evangelizing today?

EVANGELIZING FRATERNITY


Renewing our motives and our way of evangelizing today
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