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PREFACE
WHAT IS A SECULAR FRANCISCAN?
It is important that we understand this concept and be able to give a brief description of a Secular
Franciscan for new-comers to the Order. How would you describe a “Secular Franciscan”? The
following ideas may help you formulate your own answer to this question. Here is one that I like from
“The Franciscan Journey” by Lester Bach OFM Cap. on page 7:
“The deepest identity of a Secular Franciscan is based on their relationship with Jesus Christ,
God’s gift to the People of God. We believe that the Church has the mission to bring the spirit of
generosity, forgiveness, reconciliation, and celebration to all people. Franciscans are dedicated to do
whatever is needed not only to proclaim the gospel message by words, but also to make it evident
in their lives. Whether they speak the word or live the word, they bring the message to the Church and
the world. They go from Gospel to life and life to the Gospel. It is never just talk. It becomes a life
of love as Jesus’ life was one of love, even to death on the cross. Secular Franciscans, through life itself,
share love with all people and all of creation. They gently call people to love through the example of
their personal lives as well as their community life in fraternity.”
What I think this is saying is simply that a Secular Franciscan is a person who has responded
to a call from God to follow the Gospel in the same way that St Francis of Assisi did, though we
interpret his understanding in the context of our times. It is not just a following in word but also in
action. It implies that we come to know the Gospel message through our reading and reflections on the
Gospel and then put that message into practice.
Secular Franciscans are ordinary people who respond to the Gospel message according to the
spirituality of St Francis of Assisi. To do this demands a daily conversion in the way they behave and
act towards others and all creation. To assist in this, Secular Franciscans have been formed into a
genuine Order within the Catholic Church with a definite Rule of Life and Constitutions that apply the
Rule to daily life and circumstances.
What do Secular Franciscans do?
This is a second commonly asked question that we hear frequently. The Secular Franciscan
Order is a way of life where each member may find his or her particular apostolate according to the
inspiration of the Holy Spirit; but each Fraternity in the Order must also find a common work to carry
out from among the corporal and spiritual works of mercy. The Corporal works of mercy are: To feed
the hungry; give drink to the thirsty; clothe the naked; welcome the stranger; heal the sick; visit the
imprisoned and bury the dead. The Spiritual works of mercy are: To counsel the doubtful; instruct the
ignorant; admonish sinners; comfort the afflicted; forgive offences; bear patiently those who do us ill;
and pray for the living and the dead. We should learn all these off by heart as they reflect an ideal that
should never be lost. They also answer the question as to what a Secular Franciscan should do. But a
Secular Franciscan should not be defined by what one does but by what one must become: a reflection
of Christ to the world in imitation of St Francis of Assisi.
Norbert Pittorino, OFM
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INTRODUCTION
WHY ARE WE LOOKING AT A NEW FORMATION PROGRAM?
Let me explain why we see the need of a new Formation Program:
Firstly, when I worked with a number of groups in their formation programs, I found that the
mere sight of the books and materials to be studied frightened some people and they left the program
almost immediately. We were using Fr Benet Fonck’s book, Fully Mature with the Fullness of Christ –
the name was hard to remember, but the book was so big and heavy that I tried to make shorter versions
in an A5 format to make the task easier. However, after working with it for some time, I decided there
was far too much material to cover in the time we had available. This was true not only for that program
but for most of the others as well. One group I had was studying To Live as Francis Lived (by Leonard
Foley, OFM, Jovian Weigel OFM. And Patti Normile OFS) and the formator had those in formation
study four chapters each month in order to cover all the material. That is a lot of material to read and
understand so I really objected to doing it. The problem is that the present programs we have try to
cover too much too soon, and – as teachers all know – that is an easy trap to fall into. The same can be
said of the recent book, The Franciscan Journey by Lester Bach, OFM Cap. This may satisfy some
people but most would find the program rather daunting.
The truth is that most of the available programs do not allow those in formation to properly
absorb the material and make it their own. For this reason, I aim to present only an introduction to living
a Secular Franciscan lifestyle, only the essentials in order to be able to make profession of such a
lifestyle. This would then be continued in Ongoing Formation at the Fraternity meetings each month.
This also points to the importance of ongoing formation of all members of the fraternity.
The Church has called on us to review our methods and presentation of materials. I would like
to make a program that is experiential and meaningful using the modern means of communication and
instruction e.g. using videos, DVDs, illustrations, etc. The material should be attractive not only in
presentation but also in content. E.g. use stories, song, activities and personal sharing.
I believe that using audio-visual materials are very useful in teaching new-comers about Saint
Francis and Saint Clare because they can be viewed and enjoyed either within or outside the time of
meetings. It is good to prepare some questions to be looked-out for in the DVD presentation. Perhaps a
short session of question and answer could follow the viewing, particularly in the Period of Inquiry.
My original idea was to make the program completely digital to fit a modern age. However, I
had to be realistic and understand that many – if not most members of fraternities – are not very
computer literate. But that obstacle can be overcome by presenting sessions which are interesting and
perhaps could be printed on leaflets for easier handling. Ultimately, I would like to see well illustrated
and colourful material that will attract attention, but that may not happen until later.
The basic text that we will refer to is A Formator’s Handbook which has recently been revised.
The main revision has been in the source material available which will need to be updated from time to
time.
The Qualities of a Good Formation Program
The then Minister General of the Friars Minor (OFM) – now Bishop – Jose Carballo outlined
the qualities of a good formation program. He said:
Formation should be integral. It must reach the whole person. The centre of our life is not Francis. I
do not serve Francis, but we all serve Christ. It is not enough just to form Franciscans. We have to form
persons. The human element is important. We are persons prior to being Christians. We have to form
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believers before we form Franciscans. It is true that all these elements go together, and so these three
elements should be brought together so as not to form fragmented persons.
Formation should be permanent. As St Francis said when he heard of the death of the five Moroccan
martyrs: “Now at last we have five true friars minor who have been born when they had become
martyrs.” Formation ends the day after our death. There are two types of persons: those who are in
formation and those who are in deformation. Formation never ends in this life. We continue to grow all
our lives. If we stop carrying out our formation, we will retreat from our ideals and even leave the Order.
Formation should be personalized. For formation to be truthful, it should start from the person’s own
situation. A person should be accompanied as far as possible. It is important that values enter into a
person and become real for that person.
Formation should be practical. This involves:
a. The mind. Take note of content. Essentials must be covered.
b. The heart: The program should change my life. It should make a difference to how we behave
and think. It should lead to transformation.
c. Hands: Our life must be practical. Franciscanism is not an ideology. There must be action.
d. Feet: We are to walk, be in contact with reality, be open to reality so as to live the gospel in the
world.
From this, we can see the importance of activities. Our fraternities are not simply prayer groups
but all discussion and prayer leads to action. Each session should lead to some activity to be carried out
by those in formation. In the sessions, I have made some suggestions of what might be done but it is up
to you to decide what you think may be the best activities as you are the best judge in your own fraternity
situation.

How to Use This Program
The use of this program does not exclude the use of other supplementary programs to provide
more avenues to improve one’s understanding of a particular topic. What is presented here is the basic
material on which one can build lessons.
Formation sessions need to comprise the fraternity formator and those being formed. The
spiritual assistant of the fraternity should also be present when available as well as the occasional
visiting Franciscan or professed member of the fraternity. Meetings should usually not exceed 90
minutes in length and can comprise some, if not all, of the following elements:
1. Begin with a Franciscan prayer followed by a short period of silence for reflection
2. A reading from Scripture or a Franciscan reading could introduce the topic for the session.
3. Read the passage from the Rule or other reading that is the study passage for the session. (This
can be a review of the material that was given out at the previous meeting to take away for
reading and reflection.)
4. Consider the discussion questions. Use the ones that you find most helpful or create new
questions for discussion at your meeting.
5. Consider what activities could help those in formation to appreciate the topic better.
6. End with a prayer of thanksgiving.
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STAGE 1: THE PERIOD OF INQUIRY
Outline
The Secular Franciscan formation program, which leads participants to making a solemn
profession and commitment to the Rule of the Order, passes through three stages. The first of these is
the Period of Inquiry.
This period is a time of finding out what the Secular Franciscan Order is all about and that
means that the inquirer should be asking her/himself many questions to discover the implications of
what it means to be a Secular Franciscan lay person.
A starting point for this process is to attend meetings of a local Secular Franciscan fraternity as
a visitor. In this way one can gain some orientation to Secular Franciscan life and get to know fraternity
members and their life style.
One of the first things she/he should do is to read or view a life of St Francis of Assisi to try to
understand the spirituality he tried to live by following the teachings in the Gospels and meditating on
their meaning for his life. Gaining some knowledge of St Clare, Francis’ first female disciple, and other
Franciscan saints will also help the process of discerning whether or not God is calling the inquirer to
this vocation.
Fraternity members, and particularly the formator and spiritual assistant, should help the
inquirer’s orientation by inviting questions and offering reading or DVD material.
Since this period of initial orientation is relatively informal and of no standard duration, we can
only give a broad overview of the ideals of St Francis and the way the fraternity tries to put them into
practice. There are no formal lessons for inquirers during this period, but there should be enough
orientation to allow the inquirer to discern if they wish to commence the next and more formal stage of
formation: the Period of Initiation.
What has been presented here are only some ideas that could assist in this process of helping
an inquirer. Formators should refer to the publication “A Formator’s Handbook”, pages 15–19, to
expand their understanding of how to help inquirers and select suitable resource books for their reading
and reflection.

STAGE 2: PERIOD OF INITIATION
Outline
This is the first formal stage of an inquirer’s formation. Formal meetings are attended with the
fraternity’s formator for a period of not less than three months (OFS Statutes 9.2.1). This is a period of
discernment for the inquirer to determine if they believe they have a calling from God to become a
Secular Franciscan. If they believe that they have, they are formally admitted to membership of the
fraternity and begin the next stage: the Period of Initial Formation.
Formators should refer to the publication “A Formator’s Handbook”, pages 20-24, to find
suggestions for suitable topics and resources to help inquirers discern whether or not they have a
vocation. The following six sessions are considered to be suitable topics for this period.
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SESSION 1: THE FAMILY OF THE CHURCH AND THE FRANCISCAN
FAMILY
The Family of the Church
The Church has been described as the “People of God” throughout the whole world. The Church
is also a family under Christ. We are used to thinking of the Church as a Community of Believers that
is made up of many families within the Church family. We could divide the church into local areas
which we call “parishes” or a collection of parishes which we call a “diocese” for the sake of
government. However, the Church is essentially people who are related by their faith in God.
Another way of thinking about the Church - of people – is considering them living in
relationships or different states of life. Here is a diagram to illustrate this idea:

CHRISTIAN LIFE
ALL ARE CALLED TO HOLINESS THROUGH BAPTISM & CONFIRMATION

MINISTRY IN A VARIETY OF WAYS THROUGH THE HOLY SPIRIT

ORDAINED (Clerical)

NON-ORDAINED (Lay)

Religious Priests

Secular Priests

Consecrated Religious

Secular Laity

e.g. 1st Order Friars Minor
TOR priests

e.g. Diocesan priests

e.g. OSC nuns
TOR Sisters & Brothers

(Seeking the Kingdom in
temporal affairs)
e.g. OFS.

IN THE SERVICE OF OTHERS
Witnessing to Gospel Values as expressed in the Beatitudes

Relationships between the different states of Christian life
There is a relationship that is shared among the different states of Christian life. By virtue of
their rebirth in Christ, all the faithful share a common dignity; all are called to holiness; all cooperate
in the building-up of the one Body of Christ, each in accordance with the proper vocation and gift which
he or she has received from the Spirit (Cf. Rom 12:3-8).
The equal dignity of all members of the Church is the work of the Spirit. It is the Spirit who
establishes the Church as an organic communion of many different vocations, charisms and ministries.
The vocations to lay life, to the ordained ministry and to the consecrated religious life can be considered
as a model inasmuch as all particular vocations, considered separately or as a whole, are in one way or
another derived from them or lead back to them in accordance with the richness of God’s gift.
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These vocations, charisms and ministries are also at the service of one another, for the growth
of the Body of Christ in history and for its mission in the world. Everyone in the Church is consecrated
in Baptism and Confirmation, but the ordained ministry and the consecrated life each presuppose a
distinct vocation and a specific form of consecration, with a view to a particular mission.
For the mission of the secular lay faithful, whose proper task is to "seek the Kingdom of God
by engaging in temporal affairs and by ordering them according to the plan of God", the consecration
of Baptism and Confirmation common to all members of the People of God is a sufficient
foundation….” (Cf. Vatican II, Decree on the Apostolate of Lay People, Chapter 1).
At our Baptism we became members of God’s family, the Church. Through our baptism, we
share in the Church’s mission to proclaim Christ’s saving message, to guide others to salvation and to
give glory and praise to God. As children of God, we become part of the family of the Church.
Possible Activities
Do you know people who live these different states of life? See if you can find out their story.
Keep a spiritual journal to discuss with your formator.
Scripture Reflection
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

There are different kinds of spiritual gifts, but the same Spirit gives them.
There are different ways of serving, but the same Lord is served.
There are different abilities to perform service, but the same God gives ability to all for their
particular service.
The Spirit’s presence is shown in some way in each person for the good of all
The Spirit gives one person a message full of wisdom, while to another person the same Spirit
gives a message full of knowledge.
One and the same Spirit gives faith to one person, while to another person he gives the power
to heal.
The Spirit gives to one person the power to work miracles; to another the power of speaking
God’s message….
But it is one and the same Spirit who does all this; as he wishes he gives a different gift to each
person. 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…have been baptized into the one body
by the same Spirit, and we have all been given the one Spirit to drink. (1 Cor 12:4-13).

The Franciscan Family
“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 Saint 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.” (OFS Rule1)
Within the family of the Church, there are a number of other religious families, such as the
Dominicans, the Jesuits, the Carmelites and many others. The Franciscan Order is also one of these
families, living a Gospel life in imitation of and following St Francis of Assisi. The Franciscan Family
has three branches: The First Order, The Second Order or Poor Clares, and a Third Order of Religious
Brothers and Sisters who live in communities. Then, there is the Secular Franciscan Order whose
members are mostly lay people living in their own homes and carrying out their work in the secular
world.
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Questions for Discussion
Do you know any Franciscan priests or brothers? If so, what did you notice about them
that distinguished them as “Franciscans”?
What do you know about the “Poor Clares”? Was there anything you noticed about them
that marked them out as ‘different’ to other Sisters?
What characteristics have you noticed about Franciscans that mark them as followers of
St Francis or St Clare?

WHO ARE THE MEMBERS OF THE FRANCISCAN FAMILY?
So, what do we mean by the “Franciscan Family”? 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 Saint
Francis of Assisi.
The Franciscan Family is a name we give to all those who share in the Franciscan charism. That
means all the members of the First Order (Friars Minor), the Second Order (the Poor Clare Sisters) and
the Third Orders of St Francis (This includes the members of the Third Order Regular and the Secular
Franciscan Order).
The Franciscan Family unites all members of the People of God – all lay people, all religious
and priests who are called to follow Christ in the footsteps of Francis of Assisi. As members of the one
family, they share the same faith and each one is ready to help another as belonging to the same family.
All that they do must work to build up the whole family, cooperating with each other and encouraging
each other following the example of St Francis and St Clare.
St Francis tried very hard to show his friars that they were to be one close-knit family and that
they should greet each other as very close friends. If this is true, it is true for any Franciscan that he or
she should love and care for their spiritual brother or sister. This one characteristic that should mark all
Franciscans: that they love and care for each other as true brothers and sisters in the one family. This is
what Jesus taught us in the Gospels and this is the message St Francis took to heart right from the start
of his Order. To fail in this is to fail in one of the most basic requirements of the Order and of every
Christian.
All the brothers and sisters of the First, Second and Third Orders (This includes the Secular
Franciscan Order) must express this behaviour in all they do and say and as genuine disciples of Francis
and Clare. (Refer to the Chart above, page 9)

The Order of Friars Minor
As you can see from the chart, the Order of Friars Minor is divided into three branches: the
Friars Minor Conventual (OFM Conv.) - the original Friars; the Friars Minor of the Observance (OFM)
who wanted a stricter form of life; and the Order of Friars Minor Capuchin (OFM Cap) who wanted to
live a more reflective style of life.
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The Second Order or the Poor Ladies of Assisi (The “Poor Clares”)
The closest follower of St Francis in following the ideal of poverty
was St Clare of Assisi. Shortly after Francis’ conversion in 1211,
Clare met Francis for the first time. She had heard him preach in the
cathedral of San Rufino in Assisi. She would not have known him
before this as her family and she had escaped to Perugia when there
was a revolt against the nobles in Assisi and there was an assault on
La Rocca, the symbol of power of the nobles. When the danger had
passed, Clare returned to Assisi with her noble family. Clare was
never attached to wealth and it was well-known that she often went
out of her way to help the poor and the sick. In fact, she had a
reputation for holiness even before she began her new life as a
follower of St Francis. Once she had decided that it was Francis’ way
of life that she wanted to follow, there was nothing that could stop
her, despite the fact that her parents had tried to arrange a marriage
for her according to the custom of the time. Clare wanted a life of
poverty following the poor and suffering Jesus. Her valiant escape
from her home is a story that is well known. It was late at night when she went to meet Francis and the
friars at the little chapel of Our Lady of the Angels on Palm Sunday night, 1212. It was there she made
her commitment to offer her life to the Lord in a life of service and poverty.
Clare was always a close companion of St Francis. She found inspiration from him, and, at the
same time, he was often encouraged by her. There was a deep spiritual relationship between the two. In
fact, after Francis’ death, it was Clare who developed the Franciscan charism and wrote her own Rule
in imitation of St Francis. Her spirituality is unique and gave the feminine aspect to the charism we
have come to know so well.
It was not long before Clare had Sisters who accompanied her to San Damiano where she spent
the rest of her life. Francis gave Clare the assurance that the Friars would never abandon her and would
take care of her Sisters. That special charge of the Friars Minor continues even until today. The Second
Order also had many reforms and has taken shape in different ways in various places. There is an effort
now to bring greater unity amongst the Poor Clares, while, at the same time, respecting their autonomy.
Exercise 1: See what you can find out about the life of St Clare and her Sisters. Who are some of the
Poor Clare Saints that you know about. Share your story with the group. Their life of prayer and
contemplation as an enclosed Order can inspire us to greater efforts in our prayer life as well.
Exercise 2: If possible, view a DVD on the Life of St Francis of Assisi about 20 minutes in length.
E.g. The Conventual Friars have produced one called “St Francis of Assisi – Perfect Joy”. Or “The
World of St Francis – Past, Present and Future” (Part One only) published by Franciscan
Communications. Note: this viewing could be done outside the meeting at home prior to the meeting
by sharing a DVD; or a DVD could be viewed in parts and discussed. If the DVD were available to all
members of the Fraternity, it could be watched several times.
Discuss the DVDSs and explain any events in them that strike you as important. There is also
a DVD on St Clare you could share.
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DVDs
ST. FRANCIS OF ASSISI – Yes! Pictures Production
In collaboration with the Conventual Franciscans ……….. 20 mins.

FRANCIS AND CLARE – Oriente Occidente Productions, 1999
Franciscan Friars Production ……………………………… 30 mins.
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SESSION 2: AN INTRODUCTION TO THE SPIRITUALITY OF
FRANCIS AND CLARE
Stories of St Francis and St Clare
Long before DVDs and all other visual technology that we have, Francis recognized that people
need to see, not just hear, the great stories of their Christian faith. Francis’ use of the re-enactment of
the birth of Jesus at Greccio reminded the townsfolk of the poverty of Jesus. The initiation of the reenactment of the last hours of Jesus visually through the Stations of the Cross reminded people of the
Passion and suffering of Jesus Christ. The episodes that we shall consider are windows in which the
onlooker gets a glimpse of the extraordinary selfless lives of St Clare and St Francis.
Finding out about Saint Francis and Saint Clare may give us inspiration to find a way of life
that will lead us closer to God, but it is God’s call, not ours. We don’t do the deciding but we seek
God’s will for us. “Is he calling me to follow this way of life or not?” Perhaps, by reflecting on some
of the stories in the lives of St Francis and St Clare, we may discover a path that appeals to us.
Here are some of the main stories that changed St Francis and St Clare in their way of living
which express the Franciscan approach and spirituality:
1. FRANCIS MEETS A LEPER
Of all the experiences concerning his
Conversion, this one seems to be the one that
struck Francis most strongly. Many have said
that this incident in Francis’ life was the central
issue that inspired the whole of his spirituality.
Francis speaks of it in his Testament like this:
“The Lord granted me, Brother Francis,
to begin to do penance in this way: While I was
in sin, it seemed very bitter to me to see lepers.
And the Lord Himself led me among them and
I had mercy upon them. And when I left them
that which seemed bitter to me was changed into
sweetness of soul and body; and afterwards I
lingered a little and left the world.”
After an evening meal with his companions, Francis left his friends to be alone. He did not
know where to go but he knew where he should not go. He had renounced money and worldly glory to
the wonderment of his friends…but he needed to go further.
When he was riding his horse, he met a leper – one of those unfortunates he could not bear to
see. The sight and smell of them sickened him – but, faithful to his promise, he dismounted and ran to
the leper. The leper extended his hand for some alms. He received not only money but a kiss as well.
This is one of the decisive events in Francis’ life. It appears to be so simple, yet it marks the
beginning of a long, painful time of interior struggle for Francis which was only a stage on the way to
his making a final decision for Christ.
Question for Discussion
Francis’ meeting with the leper brought him face to face with his natural dislike of lepers. He
overcame his weakness by embracing the leper and kissing him. Who are the “lepers” in our life? How
should we embrace them?
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2. FRANCIS BEFORE THE BISHOP OF ASSISI
The Spirit led Francis to a greater generosity. He sought to follow the signs that would lead him
to know what God wanted of him. Filled with a desire to help the poor, Francis gathered bolts of cloth
from his father’s shop and sold them as well as his horse at the town of Foligno and gave the money to
the priest who was caring for the church of San Damiano. The priest was suspicious of Francis and
refused to accept the money. Francis did not want the money so he threw it up into a window sill and
left if there.
When Francis’ father, Pietro Bernadone, discovered what Francis had done, he was furious.
Francis, knowing how angry his father could become, ran away into a secret cave and remained there
for a whole month praying that God would help him. After a month, Francis felt himself sufficiently
strong and fearless to face his father. He returned to Assisi amid the mocking crowds who had heard
what he had done. When Francis’ father found Francis, he took him home and beat him in an effort to
change his mind. Failing that, he locked him in a dark cellar and left him there. Pietro had to go away
on urgent business so he left his wife to watch Francis. Since she did not approve of what her husband
had done and unable to dissuade Francis, she let him go free.
When Pietro returned home he went to the civil court to have Francis judged there. But Francis
appealed to the Bishop of Assisi under whose protection he had placed himself and thus was no longer
under civil authority. So Francis was brought before Guido, the Bishop.
The bishop received Francis
with great joy and gently explained
to Francis that he was to return the
money to his father. The bishop told
Francis:
“Have confidence in the
Lord and act courageously. Do not
be afraid for he will be your help and
will provide you with whatever is
necessary for the work of his
church.”
So Francis fetched the
money and brought it back to the
bishop.
Francis was joyful and comforted by the bishop’s words and going into one of the bishop’s
rooms he undressed and putting the money on top of his clothes, he came out naked before the bishop,
his father and all those standing around, and said, “Listen to me, all of you, and understand. Up until
now I have called Pietro di Bernadone my father. But because I have proposed to serve God, I return to
him the money on account of which he was so upset, and also all the clothes which are his, wanting to
say from now on: “Our Father who art in heaven”, and not “My father, Pietro di Bernadone.”
At that moment, the man of God was found to be wearing a hair shirt next to his skin under his
colourful clothing. In admiration the bishop covered Francis with his mantle, and from that time on the
bishop became Francis’ helper, exhorting, encouraging and supporting him with great charity.
Questions for Discussion
What significance do you think this story has on our understanding of our Franciscan vocation?
This was a decisive moment in the life of Francis. How would you compare it to our profession?
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3. THE SAN DAMIANO EXPERIENCE
This Experience of Francis is very
important in the maturing of his vocation.
What happened is described in The Three
Companions:
“Francis was walking by the church of
San Damiano when he was told in the Spirit
to go inside for a prayer. Once he entered he
began to pray very deeply before the image
of Christ crucified. The Lord spoke to
Francis tenderly and kindly saying,
‘Francis, don’t you see that my house is
being destroyed? Go, then, and rebuild it for
me.’ Stunned and trembling, he said, ‘I will
do so gladly, Lord.’”
“Francis thought Christ was speaking
about the church he was in which was nearly
falling down because it was so old. He was
filled with joy for he knew inwardly that it
was Jesus crucified who had spoken to
him.”
“Upon leaving the church, he found a
priest sitting nearby and Francis offered him
a handful of coins saying, ‘My lord, I beg
you, buy some oil and keep the light before
the crucifix burning continually. When this
money runs out, I will give you more as
as much as you need.’”
“From that hour, therefore, he felt deeply about the Lord’s Passion and he always carried the
wounds of our Lord Jesus Christ in his heart…”
In this scene, we see that the Lord was bringing Francis to a greater depth of maturity in the
spiritual life. Initially, however, Francis, trembling and full of wonder, set out to obey Jesus’ instruction
to “rebuild” and worked at repairing the ruined church of San Damian with all his might. He did not
understand until later that Christ was not speaking about San Damiano but of his Church which was so
full of corruption and was in need of renewal.
From that time, Francis’ conversion brought about a radical change in his heart. He had to
review his image of Jesus Christ in his poverty as it was reflected in the poor and afflicted. Francis had
once rejected these people but now he regretted his former attitude. These marginalised outcasts were
not only the lepers but all unfortunates of every kind whom he met throughout his life. In them he saw
Jesus Christ, poor, despised, weak in his nakedness and nailed to a cross.

Activity
The San Damiano crucifix is a well-recognized Franciscan symbol that has an interesting
history. See if you can find material which explains the many symbols which are shown on the painting.
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4. CLARE’S COMMITMENT AT THE PORTIUNCULA
While Clare was still young, the fame of Francis was spreading. Clare would have heard about
him. Probably she heard Francis preach in the cathedral of San Rufino and she would have found out
more from her cousin, Rufino, who had joined Francis and his followers very early after Francis’
conversion. In fact, it was through him that Clare and Francis met. It is not clear who took the initiative,
Clare or Francis. But we do know that Clare and Francis had several meetings in the presence of Lady
Bona di Guelfuccio who was a close companion and friend of Clare’s family. This would have been in
1211.
Clare decided to join Francis. Francis already knew about Clare before their first meeting so he
encouraged her and probably had talked about her with Bishop Guido. She sold her inheritance and
gave it to the poor. It was arranged that Clare would escape from home on Palm Sunday, 1212.
Clare participated in the Palm Sunday liturgy with her family. Bishop Guido was presiding.
During the ceremony the people went up to the Bishop to receive their olive branches or palms. Clare
remained in her place. She may have been deep in prayer. We don’t know. The Bishop did an unusual
thing and brought the olive branch or palm to Clare in her place. It is not clear whether this was a prearranged sign or not. We can only guess the reason. It was that night that Clare left home by a door used
only to take away a corpse from the house.
It seems clear that Francis knew about the plan as did his friars who met Clare and took her to
the Portiuncula, the small church where Francis and his Brothers were living.

Having arrived at the chapel, Clare made her profession and promise to follow the path that
Francis had mapped out in following the Gospel in a radical way for her whole life. This was a promise
that she was faithful to for the whole of her life; one that she had to struggle to preserve for herself and
those who came to join her. Her beautiful hair was cut and a rough veil placed over her. Clare was now
bound to her spouse, Jesus Christ, the poor and crucified Saviour.
This must have been a very difficult decision for Clare to make as it went against the wishes of
her family and the society in which she lived. “In joining Francis and the friars she made the most
significant choice of her adult life. She crossed the social boundaries of her society: she gave her
inheritance to the poor and she took a vow of virginity. She chose to live by Divine Providence. Clare
overcame the barriers of her social position, hindering her from contact with those belonging to different
social classes…Clare broke with the values of her society and took a prophetic stance in favour of the
Gospel.”
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SESSION 3: DISCERNMENT
Introduction: What is “Discernment”?
It was St Augustine of Hippo, an early Christian writer who lived from 354 A.D. until 430 A.D.,
who wrote: “You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you.”
(Confessions of St Augustine). By this statement he was reminding us that we all are in search of holiness
and that one way of searching is to examine the movements of our heart. This means to spiritually look
into our life and see what is happening in ourselves and regarding our needs. We can then see what is
happening interiorly within ourselves, judge particular situations or circumstances that we may be in,
as well as see our state of mind using the criteria of the Gospel as guide: Do I love God and my
neighbour?
Broadly speaking, discernment consists in choosing the means by which you are moving
towards holiness. This is a process of evaluation where we must ask ourselves, “Why am I acting in this
way?” (our motives). Discernment demands attentive and lively listening to that movement within
ourselves which can only happen with the help of the Holy Spirit.
Genuine discernment leads us not only to an encounter with God through the discovery of a
greater intimacy with Christ in our own life, but also with the profound knowledge of ourselves in the
presence of Christ. Discernment, therefore, brings us to the Father through Christ in the Spirit for the
sake of sending us to others (our mission). This is a challenge. Discernment should become a habitual
attitude where we ask and seek to discover the will of God. Each day should gradually enable us to cope
with the greater personal decisions whatever they may be.
For us as Franciscans, St Francis stands as our model as a rich basis and ultimate criterion to
recognize the will of God and to be able to live it so that we can be recognized through our faith and
give witness to a life that is coherent and credible.
The way of discernment is shown by the relationship between knowing and carrying out the
will of God. In fact, in Francis we see a close relationship between ‘knowing and doing’ which indicates
that what we profess must become and does become our life. If we look at the life of St Francis, we
note immediately that he put into action a continual act of discernment whether on the personal level or
on a community level in his facing the fraternity. Remember the dream that Francis had in Spoleto in
which the Lord made himself present to overturn and cast out all his plans, his ideals, his dreams. Celano
writes:
“He prayed with all his heart that the eternal and true God guide his way and teach him to do
His will. He endured great suffering in his soul, and he was not able to rest until he
accomplished in action what he had conceived in his heart,” 1 Cel III:6, (FAEDI, p. 187)
In this sense, our Seraphic Father can be truly numbered among the great “Masters” of spiritual
discernment.

How can we come to know the will of God for us?
Following is a brief summary of the YouTube presentation: Four short talks on Discernment for
Dummies. Cf. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8yaprUS1RrY
The reason for including this description is for the sake of those who are not able to see the YouTube
video. If you have seen it, there is no requirement to read the following summary.
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1. Discerning God’s Will
Presenter: Dave Callaghan MGL
What does it mean “to discern God’s will?” Some people pray to understand God’s will but fail
to get anywhere. We must understand why we seek God’s will. To help us, there are two images we
could imagine: Firstly, the picture of a labourer and his boss. The boss tells the labourer to dig a hole
and so he obeys the boss. Then he goes back to the boss to find out what the boss wants next. He wants
to know what to do so he can be paid at the end of the fortnight, not for any relationship with his boss.
A second picture will demonstrate what I mean: the image of a married couple. The husband seeks to
know his spouse’s will so that their relationship can grow and they can come to know each other better
and come deeper and deeper in love. Eventually, there is no need for the husband to ask his wife what
she wants. He knows it instinctively. What he does is not as important as deepening the relationship.
The same can be said of our relationship to Jesus. What we do is not as important as deepening the
relationship, coming to a better understanding of his will.
A Suggested Franciscan Interpretation
Imagine St Francis on Mount Alverna in contemplation. He felt he was in a good place and did
not want to return to the valley. He did not know what to do, so he sent one of the brothers down to ask
Clare’s advice. The answer came back: “Your gift is for others.” So Francis lost no time in quickly and
happily retuning to the valley, the ‘real world’. Sometimes we need a trusted spiritual director, mentor
or friend to help us discern.

2. Falling in Love with Jesus
God wants us to be happy but we must realize that there is something else God demands of us
before this can come about. Psalm 37:9 says: “Take delight in the Lord and he will give you your heart’s
desire.” So, before this can come about we must fall in love with Jesus. In prayer, don’t ask questions
or seek things so much as take time to reflect on how God loves you. In meditation, we wonder why
does God love me so much? Gradually, your love for him will grow just as in a marriage where a
husband and wife come to know and love each other more. You will do God’s will instinctively and
you will not have to ask what it is for you.
A Suggested Franciscan Interpretation
Francis spent a lot of time with Jesus after his tough time in prison and in ill health. It was in
prayer in front of the San Damiano Crucifix that he received the message, “Rebuild my Church!” That
became a driving force in his life.
3. Surrender
We are surrounded by many options in our life today, even millions but among all these we
must choose one. That means we say “no” to all the others. In other words, we must surrender to the
one option. You must surrender your life into God’s hands and this will lead us to God. There are the
two options where we must make a choice: Am I seeking God’s will for me? Or my will for God? If it
is the latter, then we will not get anywhere. We must be willing to do anything for God whatever that
may be. We cannot hide behind the excuse that we are not able to do it. We must trust God that he will
give us the grace to do whatever he asks of us. We also must not place any conditions on our following
God’s will. We must love God unconditionally just as Jesus showed in his life. We pray, “Bend my
heart to your will, O God.” We must not be like the man who instructed the artist what he had to do and
thus limit his creativity. There must be no strings attached to doing God’s will. Say “yes” to God and
be open to his will.
A Suggested Franciscan Interpretation
The will of God became an important aspect of St Francis’ spirituality. Surrender was the
ultimate goal which Francis experienced on Mount Alverna when he received the Stigmata.
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4. Listening
A pianist may play a song on the piano but because there is so much noise around you
cannot hear it. The same can be said about our hearing God. There are so many distractions around us,
such as television, amusements, parties, etc. that we don’t hear what God is trying to tell us. We can
become so busy with so much to do that there is no chance for God to be heard. So our task is to cut out
distractions in our lives. Stop the noise. Go aside and look for silence within yourself as well as outside
yourself. Turn off your phone, your TV or computer and give God a chance to speak to your heart.
These other things lead to insecurity and take away the ability to hear God’s will. We must have silence
and hear the internal noise in us. Pay attention to our emotions, our doubts, our inner selves. Hear the
gentle call of the Spirit and banish the disturbing call of fear. Do all this and you will hear his call. To
help yourself, read more of the Scriptures, take some spiritual direction, listen to preaching and spend
time in prayer and in silence.
A Suggested Franciscan Interpretation
Francis’ Cave experience: 1Cel 3 (FAEDI, p.187)
“Now there was in the city of Assisi a man Francis loved more than all the rest. They were the
same age and very close friends. Francis wanted to share his secrets with him. He often brought him to
remote places suitable for talking, telling him that he had discovered a great and valuable treasure. His
friend was overjoyed when he heard this and was excited and willing to go with Francis.
There was a cave near the city where they often went and talked together about the treasure.
Francis used to go into the cave while his friend waited outside. In the cave, Francis was inspired by a
new and extraordinary spirit and he would pray to his Father in secret. He begged God to let him know
what was wanted of him. Francis endured great suffering in his soul and was unable to rest until he had
done what he had in his heart. He was stormed by different thoughts. He was burning inwardly with a
divine fire that he was unable to hide. He felt great repentance for his past sinful life and distrusted
himself for the future. When he came out of the cave and re-joined his companion he was so exhausted
from his struggle that he appeared to be another person.
One day when he invoked the Lord’s mercy with his whole
heart, the Lord showed him what he must do. At this Francis was
filled with such joy that he found it impossible not to say
something to others. He spoke of a great treasure to his friend and
in riddles to others. They teased him and asked if he wanted to
get married. He answered, “Yes. I will take a bride, more noble
and more beautiful than you have ever seen, and who would be
wiser than anyone else.”
You can see in this story the change of attitude that took place
in Francis. Before he would seek the company of his companions
to celebrate at parties and live a life of enjoyment and material
happiness. Now, he begins to realize that such a life was wasteful
and lacking in true holiness. Before, God was left out; now, he
saw his need for God and so he spent long periods in personal
prayer.
The whole of the Period of Initiation until Profession is
concerned with “Discernment of God’s will for me”.

Discuss each of these talks and how we can use these ideas as one discerns one’s
vocation.
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SESSION 4: THE SECULAR FRANCISCAN VOCATION
“The Secular Franciscan Order holds a special place in this family circle. It is an organic
union of all Catholic fraternities scattered throughout the world and open to every group of
the faithful. In these fraternities the brothers and sisters, led by the Spirit, strive for perfect
charity in their own secular state.” (OFS Rule 2)
The Secular Franciscan Order Rule considers the Franciscan Family to be composed of all those
who “in various ways form one family but in life-giving union with each other, intend to make present
the charism of their common Seraphic Father in the life and mission of the Church” (Rule 1). Francis
initiated different ways and forms of life in his effort to make his charism fruitful for the Church of his
time.
Up until 1978 the Secular Franciscan Order was known under various names, such as “The
Brothers and Sisters of Penance”, or “Penitents of Blessed Francis”, or as the Third Order of St Francis.
Pope Paul VI changed the name to better distinguish it as a true Order standing juridically in its own
right as part of the Church to: “The Secular Franciscan Order” or, in Latin, “Ordo Franciscanus
Saecularis” (OFS).
Why do you think the Secular Franciscans were first called “The Brothers and Sisters of Penance?”
View the DVD put out by the Friars OFM and FMM Sisters on St Francis and the present work done
by Franciscans.

A Story: Here is a story of a vocation to think about:

HORACE
This is a story about a camel called “Horace”. He lived in the great Sahara Desert in Africa.
One day, Horace was looking up to the sky and he said to his friends: “Look at that fantastic star! I
think it’s calling us and asking us to follow it.”
These camels all lived near an oasis, where their lives were peaceful, simple and secure. They
always had plenty grass and dates to eat and plenty water to drink. Nothing seemed to disturb the
peaceful living of these camels but they now sensed their friend was certainly fascinated by the strange
bright new star. It puzzled them and they wondered what it could mean. “I remember one of my dreams
as a child,” continued Horace, “I saw a star over the horizon and clearly heard it inviting everyone to
follow in search of a new life, a new country, a new fatherland...I wonder if this could be the same one.”
Some of his friends now laughed at him. Those who hadn’t seen the star called him a mad
visionary, a foolish dreamer. Those who had seen it called him crazy.
“What? Follow that star? Nobody’s ever thought of that before! Where? How? For how
long? Why follow it at all?”
“Where? Wherever it may lead!” he answered, “and forever, if we need to. Because it’s
inviting us! I feel drawn towards it, helplessly....I’ll follow it, whatever it may cost. I’ve made up my
mind and nobody can ever stop me!”
Most of the other camels left him alone and went back to eating, drinking and sleeping. Only
a few were filled with wonder, both by the new shining star and by the way it seemed to have completely
taken over their friend. One of them asked, “Do you mean to go out into the desert, Horace, and leave
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all the comfort and security of the beautiful oasis?”
“Yes, I’ve decided to give everything up! If anyone wants to join me, you’re welcome! But
delay is dangerous. Come on! One minute more and the star could pass us by. It might disappear and
never come back. It’s now or never, the chance of a life-time!”
A few camels were certainly impressed with Horace’s eagerness and determination. They made
up their minds, there and then, to join him.
“We’ll come as well! But give us time to get some things together for the journey. We need
plenty of grass, lots of water, dates and grain. We need....”
“Look, time’s running out! The star’s moving away. We can’t wait a minute longer! The one
who’s calling us to follow him surely won’t do so without seeing to our wants. He’ll look after us
during the journey. I’m leaving at once! Anyone who wants to join me, come along. If not, stay behind
and fend for yourselves!”
He started walking away from the oasis and into the empty, friendless and never-ending desert.
His eyes were glued to the little shining star as it steadily vanished from the horizon over the oasis.
Only two camels ran and joined him before it was too late. All the others shook their heads in
disapproval and muttered, “They’re crazy! They’re bound to die of hunger, thirst and exposure. And
to think they could have stayed here with us, in the oasis enjoying all the good things life can offer!”
Discuss the story amongst yourselves.
What do you think is the main point of the story?
What does the story say to you about the idea of a “vocation”?
Scripture Reflection: Psalm 139
Activity: Share your story: What brought you to the Secular Franciscan Order?
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SESSION 5: FRANCISCAN PRAYER
“As Jesus was the true worshipper of the Father, so let prayer and contemplation be the soul
of all they are and do.” (OFS Rule 8)
What do we mean by “Franciscan” Prayer?
Prayer is about God and our relationship to God. That means we have to discover how we think
about God. What is our image of God? Is the God to whom we pray and who directs our lives a God
who commands like a boss in a firm? Or is he a God who cares for me?
Prayer is the longing of the human heart for God – a yearning and a desire for relationship with
God. And it is also God’s attention to our desire: God in communion with us. St Augustine captures
this in his writing: “You have made us for yourself, O God, and our hearts are restless until they rest in
you.” We long for God because we are created by God and this longing is both the source of our hope
in God and the very thing we resist. Prayer is an awakening to the fact that the fulfilment of my life lies
in God.1
At no time did Francis attempt to give his followers a definition of prayer as he experienced it.
For Francis, prayer was as natural to him as breathing. It came to him so easily that he never had to
study how to pray to God. Perhaps this was not always the case with him, but at least, from the beginning
of his conversion to Christ, Francis was a man of prayer. Francis was led by God and he responded in
love. Perhaps we can learn more about what Franciscan prayer is through a consideration of Francis’
experiences and his growth in the life of prayer.
There are some characteristics that mark Franciscan prayer:
1. Francis’ attitude towards prayer and his approach to prayer always demonstrated his faith in a
personal, living God. There is no doubt about Francis’ deep faith. He did not doubt for a moment that
God existed and he responded with a generous spirit of giving. Francis had a great sincerity of heart
and simplicity in understanding.
2. He experienced the presence of God in his life in a very real way. He could speak to God who was
present with him. He trusted God and formed a deep friendship with God who manifested himself to
him in various ways. So, if we want to know about Franciscan prayer, we must study what happened to
Francis and how he responded to God’s invitations to a deeper personal relationship with him. We
must seek the inner meaning of each of his experiences and see what these mean for us today.
Francis was very committed to the recitation of the Divine Office. He prayed the Psalms, which
are a school of prayer and the Word of God. The fact that the Church prayed the Psalms was important
for Francis so as to defend the friars against any temptation to be cut off from the Church. In his
Testament he speaks of the Divine Office as an outward sign of the brothers to show that they are
Catholics. Even when Francis was ill, he did his best to recite the Office or at least listen to others recite
it to him.
We are told that he often remained absorbed with such sweetness of contemplation that, rapt
outside of himself, he did not tell anyone what supernatural experiences he had had. And Celano adds:
“[Francis] was not so much praying as becoming totally prayer.” For this man who became a “prayer”,
there was no question of time, place, method, or language. When he prayed at home he remained
reserved but when in the bush, he wailed and cried, beat his hands on his chest and – making the most
of the privacy – prayed intimately and in dialogue with the Lord in a loud voice; he answered to his
Judge, begged the Father, spoke as a friend, joked in a friendly way with the Lord, often without moving
his lips, meditated at length within himself, concentrating his external powers internally, he lifted his
1

Illia Delio, osf “Ten Evenings with God” p. 15
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spirit on high. We are told: “Francis himself was totally transformed so that he himself became a Living
Prayer”.
We could say that prayer “means centring my life in God by ‘putting aside every care and
anxiety’, that is, surrendering my heart to God and striving for purity in love…This does not mean that
we are to give up our family or friends or sacrifice our desire for a better job or position. Rather, we
may understand attachment here as possessiveness.”2 That means that we don’t allow material things
to possess us, but we allow God to work in us. Again, this is the task of discerning the will of God.

Questions for Discussion
How do you understand prayer?
What do you think Francis can teach us about prayer especially when distractions enter our
prayers?
How can we improve our prayer-life?

2

Ibid. p. 22
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SESSION 6: PRAYING THE LITURGY OF THE HOURS
“Let them join in liturgical prayer in one of the forms proposed by the Church…” (OFS Rule 8)
It was St John Vianney, the Curé of Ars, who was a member of the Third Order of St Francis
(Secular Franciscan) who is attributed with saying that the power of the Church lay in the gathering of
people to pray together: “A single person praying,” he used to say, “is like a single match. It provides
light in a dark room, and that is good. But a church full of people praying is like a bonfire; the whole
area is lit up.” We could say the same when we gather together to pray. A single voice in prayer is good;
but a fraternity praying is far more effective because they pray with the voice of the whole Church.
One of the first activities that Francis and Clare undertook in following Christ was the recitation
of the Divine Office. There is frequent mention of the gathering of the community in prayer in the Early
Writings of the Franciscan Order. The praying of the Liturgy of the Hours was one of the practices that
brought the community together to share their praises of God. It was time to celebrate the wonderful
gifts God had given them and to appreciate each other in this unique way. It was time when they joined
with the whole Church in prayer in response to Jesus command to “always pray.”
Some have speculated that it was probably from the practice of praying the Divine Office that
both Francis and Clare came to their conversion to the Gospel life. By steeping themselves into the
Word of God, they learnt the meaning of following Christ in all its richness. They came to understand
the great love that God had for us all and the sacrifice Jesus made to bring us back to God. Therefore,
we could consider this gathering together to pray the psalms as an important element in developing
Franciscan fraternity. It makes us conscious of God throughout the day and aware of his loving
presence.
It is important that we learn more about the psalms and the Divine Office because it will help
us appreciate more deeply how God prefigured the saving activities of Jesus Christ through his inspired
writers in the Old Testament. Many of the psalms speak of Jesus himself and of the promises of the
Kingdom. They reflect every emotion in our lives and give us fresh insights into God’s care for us
through Salvation History. The psalms are always a rich source for our reflections and a guide to better
Christian living.
Liturgy receives a special place of importance in the Franciscan Family just as it did for Francis
and Clare. How can we translate this into our own personal attitudes? The danger is that by frequent
recitation of the psalms, they could become routine, just a habit with no depth of meaning. How can we
solve this? We must make our liturgical prayer more personal, more meaningful and “prayerful”. Jesus
himself warns us about this. Prayer must not be allowed to become just a recital of a formula,
meaningless ritual. One way to do this is to seek variety in the way we celebrate the Divine Office.
There are many alternative ways suggested in the Introduction to the Breviary. It suggests having those
celebrating taking a greater role in its presentation and the use of music to “bring the mere words to
life.”
Many OFS fraternities include the recitation of the Divine Office as part of their monthly or
more frequent meetings. It is good if this could be prepared beforehand so that it does not just become
a “chore” to be done, instead of an expression of our praise of God and thanksgiving for his gifts of
each other. It is good to introduce the Liturgy of the Hours by simply saying the different Hours with
the Fraternity.
Questions for Discussion
What are the benefits of gathering together to celebrate the Liturgy of the Hours?
Why did St Francis and St Clare place such importance on the Divine Office?
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STAGE 3: THE PERIOD OF CANDIDACY
Outline
This period begins with the RITE OF ADMISSION INTO THE SECULAR FRANCISCAN
ORDER. Note that before this ceremony, the inquirer should formally request the fraternity minister
for admission to the Order. This request should be in writing, expressing the wish to be part of the
Candidacy program. (GC art. 39)
The celebration of the “Rite of Admission into the Secular Franciscan Order” is detailed in
Chapter One of the Ritual of the OFS. This rite is to be conducted in the presence of the local Fraternity,
including the Formator, the local Minister and the Spiritual Assistant. The setting should be within a
celebration of the Word of God and outside of Mass.
Candidacy is a time of instruction with formal lessons designed to accord with the needs of the
candidates. It could take two years to complete, or more if necessary, but should not take more than
three years. (NS 9.4.1)
In these Sessions, there must be an on-going study of the OFS Rule of Paul VI, together with
an introduction to the General Constitutions and Statutes of the Order. The study of Scripture should
also occur constantly along with the study of Franciscan Spirituality by referring to the documents of
St Francis and St Clare and later Franciscan authors. As far as possible, spirituality should be
approached from a practical point of view by addressing how to live our lives in today’s world in
accordance with these basic sources.
It is important that we learn more about the Psalms and the Divine Office because this will help
us appreciate more deeply how God prefigured the saving activities of Jesus Christ through his inspired
writers in the Old Testament. Many of the Psalms speak of Jesus himself and of the promises of the
Kingdom. They reflect every emotion in our lives and give us fresh insights into God’s care for us
through Salvation History. The Psalms are always a rich source for our reflections and a guide to better
Christian living.
Formators should refer to the publication “A Formator’s Handbook”, pages 25-35, to find
suggestions for suitable topics and resources to help candidates discern their vocation and prepare for
their profession. The following eighteen sessions are considered to be suitable topics for this period of
initial formation. They are designed to explain the Secular Franciscan Order by giving candidates an
understanding of its history and its rule of life. After a short review of the Order’s history, the sessions
follow the OFS Rule in their given sequence.
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SESSION 1: A SHORT HISTORY OF THE SECULAR FRANCISCAN
ORDER
How did the Secular Franciscan Order begin?
The name “Secular Franciscan Order” was given to the Order by Pope Paul VI in 1978 when
he approved the new Rule of the Order. (We shall study this later in this program). Prior to 1978, it was
called “The Third Order of St Francis” and earlier still, it was called “The Brothers and Sisters of
Penance”. The roots of the Order go back to the 13th century.
Some Historical Details
The Third Order did not just appear out of nowhere; it was the result of a long period
of preparation. There were movements and undercurrents among the people well before St Francis
appeared on the scene. This is the way that the Holy Spirit works. We often find that when the Church
is in need, God raises up the appropriate remedy to help us.
The period from the mid-12th century until the mid-13th century is marked by a remarkable
amount of change, not only in civil life but also in the Church. There was not a complete separation of
Church and State at this time so that what happened in one area was also affecting what was happening
in the other. When the Feudal System began to break up, people began moving around and forming new
towns and cities. This also affected what was happening to Church communities. The old system of
barter was being replaced by the use of money, and this led to people coming to understand that having
money meant having power. Where before power was a privilege of the few nobles, now power was
moving into the hands of merchants such as Pietro Bernadone, Francis’ father. Francis was not a noble
but he was well off and his friends said that before his conversion, he acted like a noble.
When people were on the land, they grew what they needed to eat. They had houses to live in
and were protected by their masters. However, when people moved into the towns and cities, the
situation was different. It became obvious that the old system was unable to cope with the new scale of
need. The less well-off depended on others for their needs and they had no assurance of protection from
enemies. The old system, where they could go to the monasteries for assistance and the religious would
feed them, could no longer cope. It was then that the laity began to take over these works of mercy,
even the care of lepers and the underprivileged. These people were soon to be called “Penitents”.
Penitents led a strict life. The Gospel was their inspiration where they discovered an authentic
“apostolic life.” Some lay people were given the right to preach; and their way of life, especially their
material poverty, fascinated people because they stood in contrast to the clergy. As numbers increased,
they formed into groups. Without proper guidance some fell into heresy and were condemned by the
Church. That is why Pope Innocent III had to be so wary when Francis approached him to have his Rule
approved. From among these groups there came a revival of the old Order of Penitents, which later was
influenced by St Francis’ spirituality and became “The Third Order of St Francis.”
It seems that the 4th Lateran Council (1215) had considered the type of religious life of the
Friars Minor to be a valid model for other new movements of religious life. Consequently, its Rule or
Form of Life would serve for anyone who wanted to start a new house or new religious family of that
kind, namely of “the true poor of the Crucified One and of the order of preachers whom we call Lesser
Brothers.” (Note: Remember that Francis had his Rule approved verbally by Inocent III in 1209/10 so
that Honorius III’s approval in 1221 only confirmed in writing what already existed.)
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First Beginnings of the Third Order of St Francis
Francis’ conversion, the restoration of the church of San Damiano, and his retreat to the
mountains shocked quite a few people in Assisi. To see the young Francis Bernadone stripping himself
of everything and hearing his preaching of penance and of peace, caused people to wonder; and they
began to think in favour of him. It was not long before disciples began to gather around St Francis who
accepted them as gifts from God: “The Lord gave me some brothers” Test. 14, (FAEDI p. 125)). With
these new companions he formed a new form of religious life based on the Gospel. The small Fraternity,
composed of brothers, was approved by Pope Honorius III in 1209/10.
The brothers’ way of living attracted many lay people: People saw their poverty, their
brotherliness, their prayer life, their manual work, their penance, their work among the poor, and their
evangelical preaching of conversion and peace despite the bad treatment they were receiving from
scoffing crowds. People saw that their houses were poor. Rich and poor were treated alike. Francis
advised them: “The brothers’ way of life among the people should be such that whoever hears or sees
them glorifies and praises the heavenly Father with dedication..” L3C 58, (FAEDII, p. 102)
It became obvious that the Lord communicated his word to them and his Spirit inspired them
so that they could speak in such a way that their words penetrated the hearts of the people, both young
and old. People were attracted to this way of life and the Legend of the Three Companions notes: “Each
of these three Orders was approved in its own time”. After having cited the request of a married man it
says, “The brothers regrouped them into an Order which bore the name of ‘Penitents’, and they had the
approval of the Pope.” Tradition has made Luchesio and Buanadonna from Poggiabonsi in Tuscany the
first Tertiaries received by St Francis himself. Thus, these lay men and women, disciples of St Francis,
joined in community. But what was their Rule of life? About 1212 Francis wrote his Earlier
Exhortation to the Brothers and Sisters of Penance in biblical language. In 1221 a Roman document in
juridical language titled Memoriale Propositi or Plan of Life of the Brothers and Sisters living in their
own homes, came into being. The 4th Lateran Council (1215) had required that all penitential groups
must choose an approved Rule to follow and so The Brothers and Sisters of Penance who followed
Francis chose to follow the Memoriale.

Text: from the First Life of Thomas of Celano
Many people, well-born and lowly, cleric and lay, driven by divine inspiration, began to come
to Saint Francis, for they desired to serve under his constant training and leadership. (1 Cel XV n.37)
In fact, Francis provided a plan of salvation for persons of every state and condition, age and
sex, giving them all a rule of life. Today, the Church rejoices that his felicitous leadership of both sexes
has brought about a threefold army of those who are to be saved.
As Julian of Speyer writes, “… he (Saint Francis) founded three Orders, the first of which he
prized above all others by profession and habit, and which, as he had written in its Rule, he called the
Order of Friars Minor. The Second Order, the Order of the Poor Ladies and virgins of the Lord,
…likewise took its fruitful origin from him. The Third, also an order of considerable perfection, is
called the Order of Penitents, which profitably brings together clerics and laity, virgins, unmarried and
married persons of both sexes.”
Julian of Speyer, Life of St Francis, n. 23, p.385

Scripture: Mk 4:3-9, The Parable of the Sower.
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A STORY TO READ

THE FIRST FRANCISCAN TERTIARIES: BL. LUCHESIO AND
BL. BUONADONNA
Blessed Buonadonna and Blessed Luchesio Modestini came from the
little town of Poggibonsi in Tuscany, Italy. Luchesio (Lucius) was a
merchant who was regarded by many as being very greedy and to
heap up money for himself; and his wife was much the same.
Actually, one would think that these two people were the most
unlikely ones to become Franciscan tertiaries. Luchesio was born in
Val d’Elsa which was then in the territory belonging to Florence. As
a young man he was entirely taken up with politics and moneymaking and worldly interests. In fact, his attachment to the Guelf
(political) cause made him so unpopular that he had to leave his
native town, Gaggiano, and go to live in Poggiabonsi where he
continued as a provision merchant and money-lender.
Then when Luchesio was between the ages of thirty or forty, a great change took place in him.
We are not sure just what caused this change. Legend has it that it was the result of the death of his
children that caused his heart to be changed by divine grace. Another legend says that the Blessed Virgin
Mary appeared to him and gave him several admonitions and instructed him to perform works of mercy
and to embrace a life of poverty. Whatever the reasons might have been, Luchesio began doing works
of mercy and helping others. Somehow Luchesio realized how foolish it was to follow such a worldly
life as he had done and he changed. His wife, however, was not so keen to change.
One day, Buonadonna (a name that means “good woman” in Italian) was complaining that
Luchesio was giving everything to strangers when someone came to the door who was in need. Luchesio
asked his wife to give the stranger some bread. She was not happy about it, but she went to the cupboard
and, to her surprise, she found more bread there than she had ever had. This incident changed her
completely. She also began to carry out works of mercy. Since they had no children to care for, they
feared that they might fall back into their old ways. It ended up that Luchesio and Buonadonna sold
their business and farmed enough land to provide for their needs and gave the rest to the poor.
It was about this time that Francis came to Tuscany. As was his custom, he preached to the
people about doing penance. Many people heard him and many of those who heard him wanted to leave
everything and come and join him. But Francis advised them to remain with their families. He would
give them a Rule of life that they could follow even in the world.
Francis came to Poggibonsi and visited Luchesio. They had met before when Francis was a
merchant. Francis was delighted to see how Luchesio had changed his ways. Luchesio had heard about
Francis and so he asked him to instruct him and his wife so that they might lead a life in the world that
would be pleasing to God. It was then that Francis explained to them his plan for lay people. Luchesio
and Buonadonna asked to be received into this way of life immediately. Thus, according to tradition,
Luchesio and Buonadonna became the first members of the Order of Penance which later came to be
called the Third Order of St Francis and is now known as the Secular Franciscan Order.
There are many stories told about this holy couple who continued to do many more charitable
works so that many people came to them and received the help they needed. After Luchesio and
Buonadonna put on the grey habit of the Tertiaries, they rapidly advanced towards holiness. They
practiced many austerities, spent time at prayer and gained a reputation for holiness.
The story is told of Luchesio that when a plague broke out in Poggibonsi, he went out with his
donkey loaded with food to give to those who were sick. When he did not have enough to supply
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everyone in need he begged for more from other people on behalf of the afflicted. He once saw a sick
cripple sitting at the side of the road. He lifted him up on to his own shoulders and carried him to his
home. On his way, he met a young man who mocked him. He said, “What poor devil is it you are
carrying on your back?” Luchesio gave him an answer saying, “I am carrying my Lord Jesus Christ.”
At this the young man cried out and was struck dumb. Finding himself so punished he fell at the feet of
Luchesio weeping. Luchesio took pity on him and restored his speech with a sign of the cross.
Luchesio became ill and he knew it was time for him to receive the reward for his good works.
Buonadonna implored him to pray that she might die with him so that they may be together. Luchesio
prayed and his wife also became ill and died before he did. He died on the 28th April, 1260, the day we
celebrate his feast. It was not long before many miracles began to take place at his tomb and the
continual veneration of the faithful led to his beatification by Pope Pius VI in 1694.
Questions for Discussion
Can you see God’s hand in bringing you to the Secular Franciscan Order?
What lesson do you think we can learn from the lives of these two Saints?
What did you notice about the conversion of each of these two holy people?
Was there anything that you feel you can share with them in your own “conversion” to the
Franciscan way of life?
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SESSION 2: THE IDENTITY AND AUTONOMY OF THE OFS
“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.”
(Rule 1)
The Secular Franciscan vocation is very specific. It gives a unique form to one’s life. It gives 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 OFS. This is because the
uniqueness of each of the spiritual families is so special that you can’t fully fulfil your responsibilities
and your rights when you belong to more than one family. Consequently, you cannot be a religious and
a Secular Franciscan at the same time because it would be impossible for you to be faithful at the same
time to both ways of life.
The “secular state” characterizes the spirituality and apostolic life of those who belong to the
OFS. (GC 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 OFS secular priests, “by offering
to the people of God the service which is properly theirs, in communion with the bishop and the
presbytery.” (GC art. 3.2). All this is inspired from the initiative of St Francis of Assisi. This does not
come from your choice but from 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
from you as an individual, but by you living it in fraternity. (GC art. 3.3).

THE AUTONOMY OF THE OFS
First of all, it must be understood that “autonomy” does not mean “full independence”. Saying
that the OFS is “autonomous” means that it has its own personality and a large degree of selfgovernment. The OFS has its own Rule and Constitutions which define the rights and responsibilities
of its members. “Autonomous”, therefore, implies that the members of the OFS have responsibilities
for developing their spirituality, their fraternity and their mission. The Church has given the Franciscan
First Order responsibility for the spiritual and pastoral care of the OFS (cf Canon 303 of the Code of
Canon Law). The altius moderamen (higher direction) of which Canon 303 speaks, seeks to guarantee
the fidelity of the OFS to the Franciscan charism, communion with the Church and union with the
Franciscan family. (GC art. 85.2).
The vocation to the OFS is a vocation to live the gospel in Fraternal community. For this
purpose, members gather in ecclesial communities which are called fraternities. (GC art. 3.3). The OFS
Rule requires that “On the various levels, each fraternity is animated and guided by a Council and
Minister (or President) who are elected by the professed according to the Constitutions.” (Rule 21).
The autonomy of the OFS is recognized in our General Constitutions which describe the OFS as “a
public association in the Church. It is divided into fraternities at various levels: local, regional, national
and international. Each one has its own juridical personality with the Church.” (GC art. 1.5).
Secular Franciscans share the same Franciscan charism that the religious share, but operate in
the secular domain. Each, both religious and seculars, has their own weight to carry. Each Order has to
carry out its own responsibilities. The OFS must work out its own development but can seek help from
the First Order. First Order assistants may be available to provide guidance and help. However, the final
decision regarding its organization, form of life and apostolate, belongs to the OFS.
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Organization of the OFS
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 selfsufficient 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.
(Cf. Rule 25).
THE STRUCTURE OF THE SECULAR FRANCISCAN ORDER

Minister General

International Fraternity

National Fraternity

Regional Fraternity

National Fraternity

Regional Fraternity Regional Fraternity

Regional Fraternity

Local
Local
Local
Local
Local
Local
Local
Local
Fraternity Fraternity Fraternity Faternity Fraternity Fraternity Fraternity Faternity

Autonomy, together with unity and secularity, represent one total reality. There would not be
an OFS totally autonomous if it were not united; there would not be a truly secular OFS if it depended
on religious or it identified with the Friars who loaned them spiritual assistance. “The OFS is set up as
an organic union of all the Catholic fraternities spread throughout the world, coordinated and united
amongst themselves.” (Rule 2). 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 OFS has, at all levels, some responsible seculars capable of fully assuming
the functions of “animating and guiding” the Fraternity.
Scripture: Jn 13:1 - 20; 1Cor 12:1 – 10;
Rules: 20, 21 and 22.

Discussion Questions
What do you understand by the term “the autonomy of the OFS”?
Explain the need to have the hierarchical structure in the Fraternity in order to operate effectively.
Does this affect personal responsibility?
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SESSION 3: THE EVOLUTION OF THE SECULAR FRANCISCAN RULE
Introduction
There were a number of stages in the evolution of the Third Order as we know it today. This
evolution can be traced through the biographies of St Francis and particularly through the evolution of
the Third Order Rule (Cf. Rule 3).
Early Documents of the Secular Franciscan Order
There are two documents that influenced the creation of the Third Order Rule. The first one was written
by St Francis. It is known as the First Letter to all the Faithful, or The Earlier Exhortation to the
Brothers and Sisters of Penance. The second document is known as the Memoriale propositi, or simply,
The Primitive Rule written by Cardinal Hugolino.
A. The Letter to all the Faithful (1209-1215)
This has been placed as the Prologue to the Secular Franciscan Rule of Paul VI which we will study
later. All we need to know now is that St Francis outlined the benefits of following the Gospel message
as opposed to those who choose to ignore it; the blessings for those who accept it, and the losses for
those who reject it.
B. The Memoriale propositi (1221)
This is a Plan of Living proposed by Cardinal Hugolino. For example, if we are going to do something
over a period of time, we usually make a 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.

THE EARLY OFS RULES
1. Rule of Nicholas IV (1289)
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).
2. Rule of Leo XIII (1882)
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.
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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 could consider at a later time.
Again, in the 19th century, numerous women congregations arose which were inspired by the spirit of
St Francis and took the Rule of Leo XIII, 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, from 1978 another Rule from Paul VI has been in force.
We shall also consider this Rule later. 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.
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 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 in 1917. 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 in force until 1983.
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. In the Rule of Paul VI he was called the “Spiritual
Assistant.”

Questions for Discussion
What part does the Rule play in the evolution of the Third Order of St. Francis?
What do you think is the difference between a “pious group” and a “secular order”?
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SESSION 4: THE RULE OF PAUL VI (1978)
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 after 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, as well as his
biographies and other source material. The Rule that resulted was
approved by Paul VI on the 24th 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.

OUTLINE OF THE SFO RULE OF PAUL VI
(and brief commentary)
- Official commentary by Benet Fonck, OFM, National Spiritual Assistants’ Commission.
PROLOGUE: (Letter to All the Faithful)
Chapter 1: Concerning Those Who Do Penance (i.e. Concerning persons turned towards God)
Those who follow the teaching and footsteps of Christ (disciples) and live in union with Christ.
This requires constant renewal, awareness of God’s power and presence and the promise of eternal
happiness. This can be achieved by participation in the Eucharist which brings about union with each
other and helps one to mirror Christ.
Chapter 2: Concerning Those Who Don’t Do Penance (i.e. They refuse God’s grace)
These lack wisdom, light and joy; they are unhappy here on earth and hereafter and need our
prayers for conversion.

THE SECULAR FRANCISCAN ORDER RULE
Chapter 1: The OFS
The OFS is a genuine Order in the Church and part of the Franciscan Family; and shares the
history of the Order itself.
As a member of the Franciscan Family it is united to God’s people through the Holy Spirit and
the following of Christ in the footsteps of St. Francis.
It is the bearer of special “charisms” (divinely bestowed gifts or talents that inspire followers)
expressed in a variety of ways.
This Rule allows its members to adapt to the conditions of the modern world.
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Chapter 2: The Way of Life
(This is a thorough, detailed description of the Secular Franciscan way of life. It offers
a program for evangelization.)
Gospel Living in the Franciscan Tradition (Rules 4 – 6). This is the heart of the Rule: to live in
union with Christ in the spirit of St Francis.
Conversion and Worship (Rules 7 – 8). These are the necessary pre-conditions of Gospel life.
The Secular Franciscan seeks out the living and active person of Christ especially through the Eucharist,
Scripture and the Church. Secular Franciscans must seek on-going change of heart and seek to worship
the Father as a central element in their life, especially through the Eucharist.
Sharing Christ’s Mission and imitating the Virgin Mary (Rule 9). Secular Franciscans bring to those
around them the living Christ that they have experienced. They become a “living Gospel”. This
evangelization is based on obedience to the Holy Spirit and creatively exercising their mission by
imitating the complete self-giving of the Virgin Mary
The Manner of Proclaiming the Gospel (Rules 10 - 14). The First Phase of Evangelization shows how
Secular Franciscans can live in this world.
1) Those who go “from Gospel to life” live simply (Rules 10 – 12)
By embracing a spirit of togetherness (Rule 13) and selfless service (Rule 14) in their everyday living,
they contribute to the building of God’s kingdom. Note: Simple living starts with a choice to unite with
Christ, ready to suffer for him; reducing material needs; curbing the longing for material things or
power; and using God’s gifts generously, with justice and moderation. This results in “Gospel poverty”.
Gospel poverty for Secular Franciscans is acquiring property justly, reducing wants to a minimum; and
recognizing that what you have is given for you, as custodians, to benefit those in need.
2) In Christ, all are equally brothers and sisters (Rule 13). There is no room for prejudice or
exclusiveness. Discover Christ in everyone.
3) A sense of community leads to selfless service (Rule 14). By using one’s talents with competence
and responsibility, we can bring others to experience God and achieve a more fraternal and evangelical
world.
The Second Phase of Evangelization (Rules 15 – 19) deals with concrete action.
Social Justice (Rule 15): As individuals and as fraternities, justice is to be promoted in both private and
public life to demonstrate our faith.
Our attitude to work (Rule 16): As Secular Franciscans we discover in our workaday world the arena
for salvation and there exemplify the saving Christ to others. See all work as a blessing, which shares
in the creative power of the Father, renews with the Son and brings the love of the Holy Spirit to reshape
values.
Family Life (Rule 17) is the God-given basic unit of human society. It is a miniature of the world
redeemed by Christ. Franciscan oriented families present a renewed world of love and dignity. They
have a special role in God’s plan.
Ecology is the relationship of all creatures with themselves and their environment (Rule 18). Francis
saw all creation as the symbol of the union of God with his people. It is sacred. Secular Franciscans
have great respect for creation and the use of natural resources.
Peace-making (Rule 19). This is truly a Franciscan ministry. Peace grows out of personal integrity and
harmony with others, and the discovery of God’s presence everywhere. Affirm oneself and see others
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as God’s gift and revealers of God’s love. Take a positive approach to non-violence and embrace a
largeness of heart. Prepare for sister death as the ultimate encounter with God and eternal peace.

Chapter 3: Life in Fraternity: (Rules 20 – 26)
1) Fraternity
Ordinarily, the gospel life of a Secular Franciscan is developed and sustained within the
framework of an organized community, called a local fraternity. The OFS is divided into Fraternities
at various levels: local, regional, national and international. Each has its own moral personality in the
Church. These are all united through the Rule, Constitutions and Ritual.
“Fraternity” is the main characteristic of the OFS at all levels. Each fraternity must have its
own fraternal spirit and style. The fraternity is bound together by its elected ministers. The Local
Fraternity is the basic living organism of the OFS (Rule 22).

2) Formation
The period of formation (Rule 23) includes instruction and experience directed towards
a life-time commitment in the Order. Note the important role of the Council in developing community,
especially for new members. Hence note responsibilities of the Council (Rule 24).

3) The Means to express a strong and lasting fraternity:
•

Regular and frequent meetings to build fraternity with prayer, education, apostolic activity,
dialogue and leisure.

•

Continuing education in Franciscanism and Church life for spiritual growth.

•

A vigorous Council to enliven the fraternity. It should meet regularly.

•

Voluntary contributions of the members to finance the fraternity’s spiritual and material needs
according to means available and agreed arrangements.

•

Support of the other levels of the fraternity: regional, national, and international;

4) Spiritual Assistance of clergy and religious. There is a need for friars to share fellowship and their
Franciscan vocation with the Secular Franciscans. Three implications derive from this:
a) Since the OFS is a lay Order, the laity themselves are primarily responsible for their own spiritual
growth and have the duty to get assistance to achieve this.
b) Spiritual Assistants should have a good background in Franciscanism and the 2nd Vatican Council,
especially the role of the laity, and a willingness to share their vocation.
c) Spiritual growth within a fraternity should be ensured through pastoral visitations by a Franciscan
friar from a higher level of fraternity (Rule 26).
Discussion Questions
What do you see as the “new spirit” in the Rule of Paul VI.
How is this approach different from previous Rules?
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SESSION 5: THE RULE OF PAUL VI: THE PROLOGUE
“Being attentive to the Spirit of the Lord.”
To prepare for this session, read the Prologue to the Rule of the OFS.
St Francis frequently uses this expression “Spirit of the Lord.” What did he mean by it? If we
examine Francis’ writings, we will find that Francis depends a great deal on his reading of St John’s
Gospel and the Liturgy. His first Admonition (Read this in Francis’ writings) is full of his theology of
the Spirit. The phrase “God is a spirit” in the fully Johannine context of Admonition One is fundamental
in explaining that Christ must always, and particularly in the Eucharist, be “seen”, that is, known,
recognized, believed, loved and experienced in the God-Spirit, or as God-Man, Son of the Father, in the
union of his divine Person, equal to the Father and the Holy Spirit. Thus, he must be “seen” with the
eyes of the Spirit, and not merely with eyes of the flesh, seeing only our Lord, the man Jesus Christ, the
truth and the life. Understood in this way, that is, in the Spirit of the Lord who dwells in the faithful, it
is a true and genuine sharing in eternal life.
To understand Francis’ concept of the Holy Spirit, it has to be understood in the context of the
Blessed Trinity. Francis does not separate the life and work of the Holy Spirit from the other Persons
of the Trinity. We are used to associating certain operations of the Trinity with the Divine Persons.
While Francis recognizes this, he does not separate them. The life of God in the bosom of the Trinity
and the communication of this life outside himself, is seen as strongly inter-personal, i.e. Trinitarian.
God, for Francis, is Father, Son and Holy Spirit who, as such, act together as one e.g. Creator, Redeemer
and Saviour of all humanity and all creation. However, the Father has primacy in all their works. The
Son, the God-Man, our Lord Jesus Christ, lives and works always in union with his divine Person,
together with the Father and the Holy Spirit. The same can be said of the Holy Spirit.
While Francis saw God as a unity, we tend to separate God’s actions, at least intellectually. To
understand the Franciscan approach to the Holy Spirit, we must try to adapt our thinking. We need to
see the creative, redemptive and salvific life and work of the Trinity as something which is present,
going on now as part of salvation history. The work of salvation is still happening now. This is very
mysterious to us but it is a deep truth that Francis grasped and has tried to pass on to us.
Thus, some of the ideas in Francis’ writings can be better understood. Take for example the
following from his second version of the Letter to all the Faithful: “Those who truly follow Christ will
be led by the Spirit and that same Spirit will come to dwell in them making his home in them. We are,
therefore, spouses of the Holy Spirit and brothers and sisters to each other, and of Jesus Christ.” Cf.
2LtF .
If you read through the exhortation of Francis, you will find a spiritual intimacy in his
expressions as we see when he speaks of “those who do penance”: “they are the spouses, brothers, and
mothers of our Lord Jesus Christ.” This tells us about the close relationship that our membership in the
Order accomplishes in us if we follow the Rule. They become “spouses of the Holy Spirit.” And then
Francis goes about explaining how this transformation will come about: “We are mothers, when we
carry him in our heart and body (Cf. 1 Cor 6:19) through divine love and a pure and sincere conscience;
we give birth to him through a holy life which must give light to others by example (Cf. Mt 5:16”). The
sincerity of our living out the Rule will bring about this transformation when we give ourselves totally
to God in loving service even while we go about our daily tasks in fraternal life.
The very thought of this gift that God has granted us fills Francis with admiration and so he
exclaims: “Oh, how glorious it is to have so great and so holy a Father in heaven! Oh, how glorious it
is to have such a beautiful and admirable Spouse, the Holy Paraclete!
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Oh, how glorious it is to have such a Brother and such a Son, loved, beloved, humble, peaceful, sweet,
lovable, and desirable above all: Our Lord Jesus Christ, who gave up his life for his sheep (Cf. Jn
10:15). This leads Francis on to praying in imitation of that prayer of thanks which we find in St John’s
Gospel and is known as “The priestly prayer of Jesus” (Jn 17).
How can we know if we are walking “according to the Spirit”? St Francis gives us three signs
to help us know whether the Spirit can act in us or whether we are hindering the work of the
Spirit: The first sign is that we do not get puffed up if the Lord accomplishes some good in us. Francis
reminds us that all that is good in us comes from God because God is the Author of all good. Good
belongs to God. This is a basic conviction of a person who has inner poverty. In our selfishness, we
often try to take the credit for the good we have or do, but Francis is quick to remind us of this basic
truth: God is the Author of all good.
The second sign that Francis gives us is that we must recognize that we are insignificant of
ourselves. We might tend to be influenced by modern advertising which tries to convince us that we are
important and should seek honours, etc. but we should remember God has given us everything and our
basic attitude must be one of gratitude to God for his goodness to us. If we were to remember all the
good that God has done for us and how little we have done in return, then this attitude would
automatically follow. This is enough to keep us humble and receptive of more of God’s gifts.
The third sign might appear strange to us today because Francis tells us to seek to be less than
others. Minority is still our way of life. If we are faithful to that, then the Spirit can work in us.
Francis reminds us frequently that the Holy Spirit (and the Trinity) is with us throughout our
lives as a companion who watches over us, guides us, instructs us and leads us to a union beyond our
imagination. The Holy Spirit is at work not only in the Sacraments, but in our understanding of the Holy
Scriptures, our prayer life, our community life and in all the work we do. It is not surprising, then, that
Francis regarded the Holy Spirit as Minister General of our Order.
Some Questions for Discussion
To think in a Trinitarian way is Franciscan. How can we remind each other of this truth in our daily
lives?
What does the indwelling of the Holy Spirit mean to you?
What are some ways that we can become more conscious that the Holy Spirit is our constant
Companion?
A Prayer to Reflect on
Almighty, eternal and merciful God,
give us miserable ones the grace to do for You alone
what we know you want us to do and always to desire what pleases you.
Inwardly cleansed, interiorly enlightened and inflamed by the fire of the Holy Spirit,
may we be able to follow in the footprints of Your beloved Son, our Lord Jesus Christ,
and, by Your grace alone, may we make our way to You, Most High,
Who live and rule in perfect Trinity and simple Unity,
and are glorified God almighty, forever and ever. Amen.
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SESSION 6: CHRIST-CENTRED SPIRITUALITY
“The rule and life of the Secular Franciscan is this: to observe the gospel of our Lord Jesus
Christ by following the example of Saint Francis of Assisi, who made Christ the inspiration
and the centre of his life with God and people.” (Rule 4)
To discover Christ in the Scriptures and to have an experience of faith in him is essential for
Franciscan life. To find Jesus, “the Way, the Truth and the Life” must come first in our lives just as it
did in the life of St Francis. The following of Christ is a constant theme in the life of both St Francis
and St Clare. We are told that one of the greatest challenges today for all Christians is that of conforming
our life to Christ, the source of our hope, our dignity and who points out the direction that our life should
take. It was in Jesus that Francis and Clare received their strength and set the direction of their life.
The symbol of this dedication was – and still is – the Tau. Francis used this symbol frequently:
he signed himself with the Tau in his letters; he painted it in places where he stayed, even on the walls
of his room and those of his brothers. He probably began this practice after hearing a sermon given by
Pope Innocent III at the opening of the Fourth Lateran Council on November 11th, 1215.
The Pope was giving his commentary on a passage from the prophet Ezekiel which stated “Sign
the men on the forehead with the sign of the Tau.” And then he added, “The Tau is the last letter of the
Hebrew alphabet and it has the shape of a cross. One carries the sign of the Tau on one’s forehead to
express that in all one’s conduct one carries the splendour of the cross; one carried the Tau if one
crucifies one’s flesh with its vices and sins; one bears the Tau if one affirms: I want nothing else than
to glory in the cross of our Lord, Jesus Christ… Whoever carries the cross (Tau) will find mercy, a sign
of a penitent life, renewed in Christ. Therefore, be champions of the Tau and of the Cross!”
This concept of the Tau cross corresponded with the fervent cry of Francis and it profoundly
influenced his spirituality. This was an appeal for a general movement of Christians for a Crusade of
conversion and penance. Therefore, Francis wanted to obey the Pope and signed himself with the Tau
of penance; he wished, by signing his brothers with the Tau, to remind his friars of their vocation, their
life of penance. He made it a constant theme of the Rule of 1221, and of his Letter to all the Faithful.
This is a clear example where Scripture led to action in the life of St Francis. Faithfulness to
Christ and the Gospel is the basic, life-giving principle of Franciscan spirituality. Christ stands as the
Model of all virtues. Francis’ total attachment to Christ strengthened his practice of the virtues of faith,
hope and love. This led Francis to his ultimate love of the Blessed Trinity which plays such a large role
in his whole spirituality. While his spirituality is Christ-centred, it is also Trinitarian. The two aspects
cannot be separated. We can see this especially in the prayers he composed in praising God.
All Christian spiritualities are centred on Christ but the one aspect that is characteristic of
Franciscan spirituality is Francis’ emphasis on the self-emptying of Christ, especially in his
poverty and humility. What stands out in Francis’ life and writings is this aspect of “self-emptying”
(kenosis in Greek) of Christ. It was in this kenosis of Christ that Francis saw God’s infinite love for us,
especially by his death on the cross.
From Francis’ Office of the Passion we can see that for Francis the Passion of Christ was the
only way, the only means for him to be glorified. This is what Jesus tells us in the Gospels. It is
particularly this aspect of “self-emptying” which marks us off as followers of St. Francis.
Questions for Discussion
Many Franciscans have spoken of having “an experience of faith” or a “deepening of faith” in their
lives. Can you describe any such incident in your life?
Secular Franciscans take the Tau as their symbol. discuss about the spirituality of the Tau cross?
What are some ways we can follow Francis in his “self-emptying” of himself?
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SESSION 7: OFS AND THE LIFE AND MISSION OF THE CHURCH
“They have been made living members of the Church by being buried and raised with Christ
in baptism; they have been united more intimately with the Church by profession. Therefore,
they should go forth as witnesses and instruments of her mission among all people,
proclaiming Christ by their life and words.” (Rule 6)
This is a very large topic that we can only touch on here, but it is worthwhile considering it
amongst ourselves. It has many implications. This aspect of mission is spelled out in the new
Constitutions of the OFS. 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 OFS 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 OFS 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 OFS this communion is insisted upon “…do you wish to bind yourself more closely
to the Church and to work intently to rebuild the ecclesial community and fulfil its mission among all
people?” (Rite of Commitment to the Gospel Life or Profession in the OFS). 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 II says, The Church’s
mission is to be carried out by all the faithful, not simply by pastors. 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.
* Christifideles laici: Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation on the Vocation and Mission of the
Lay Faithful, Pope John Paul II, December 30, 1988.

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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SESSION 8: BROTHERS AND SISTERS OF PENANCE
“United by their vocation as “brothers and sisters of penance,” and motivated by the
dynamic power of the gospel, let them conform their thoughts and deeds to those of Christ by
means of that radical interior change which the gospel itself calls “conversion.” Human
frailty makes it necessary that this conversion be carried out daily.” (Rule 7)
The early Third Order of St Francis was known as the “Brothers and Sisters of Penance”
because they had taken up the role of Penitents in Assisi. This was the group that St Francis first joined
as a penitent after his experience in Perugia. Francis was still finding his way, searching to know God’s
will for him. It all began when he was imprisoned after Assisi lost the battle with Perugia. His dream
of becoming a knight was almost completely dashed. In sharing the suffering of this ordeal with his
fellow prisoners he became very ill. After his father had him released from prison he spent a period
with severe illness when he had a dream. In it he saw a house filled with solders’ weapons, saddles,
shields, spears and other equipment. Cf. 1Cel 2–3 (FAEDI, p.185f)
He interpreted this as future success in battle, so he determined to go to war again. But God
intervened and asked him directly, “Who can do more good for you – the lord or the servant?” Of
course, he answered, “the Lord.” “Then,” replied the voice, “why are you abandoning the Lord for the
servant?” “What do you want me to do?” Francis responded. “Go back to your land and you will be
told what to do,” came the answer. Thus began a whole series of events which brought about Francis’
gradual conversion. It was an on-going process. It was not until later that he decided to follow the way
of the Penitents as the Lord commanded him. (Cf. Testament of St Francis). Brother Thomas of Celano,
Francis’ first biographer, writes: “…then one day at Mass, he heard these things which Christ tells the
disciples who were sent out to preach, instructing them to carry no gold or silver, a wallet or a purse,
bread, walking stick or shoes, or two tunics. Francis did not fully understand what the text meant, so
after Mass he went to see the priest to have him explain it to him. After hearing the explanation, he was
filled with indescribable joy. “This,” he said, “is what I want to do with all my strength.”
So, after committing to memory everything he had heard, he joyfully fulfilled them, removing
his second garment without delay, and from then on he never used a walking stick, shoes, purse, or
wallet. He made a very cheap and plain tunic for himself, and, throwing the belt away, he girded himself
with a cord.” Cf. L3C, VIII, 25ff (FAEDII, p.84).
Francis describes this experience in his Testament:
The Lord gave me, Brother Francis, thus to begin doing penance in this way: for when I was
in sin, it seemed too bitter for me to see lepers. And the Lord Himself led me among them and
I showed mercy to them. And when I left them, what had seemed bitter to me was turned into
sweetness of soul and body. And afterwards I delayed a little and left the world. Test, (FAED
I, p.124)
What does “I began to do penance” mean? One author describes it this way: “To do
penance” means to begin to consciously distance oneself from and reject all those attitudes, values,
behaviours and actions that further fragment the human fraternity of creatures, setting oneself over
and against another. This is authentic conversion; this is the root of a penitential spirituality; to do
this, daily and for the rest of one’s life, is to “produce fruits worthy of penance.” Cf. Cusato, O.F.M.,
Michael F. “To Do Penance” in The Cord 57, 1,2007.
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We understand this to mean that it is not enough to change what one is doing, but that this
change must produce something worthwhile that will improve the situation in our relationship with God
and our neighbour (= “worthy fruits of penance”). This is what “conversion” must mean for the Secular
Franciscan: to not only see and judge a situation, but to act on it for the better.
What does “Penitential life” mean for Secular Franciscans? We understand it as “on-going
conversion”. Just like St Francis had to go through a process, so must all Franciscans. It demands the
virtue of humility or “minority” which means that we accept every aspect of our lives and grow in selfknowledge. This requires a willingness to face the reality of sin and weakness in a positive, straightforward manner and to accept and develop personal gifts and talents.
We must understand humility not in a negative way but as an invitation to accept the totality of
who one is before God. It requires that the sisters and brothers recognize and accept those areas in life
which are sinful, broken or deformed and to ask that God help them deal with those areas. However,
humility also means that the good and graced aspects of life be accepted and affirmed as well. Our faith
teaches us that people are made in the image and likeness of God, that Jesus died so that they may have
everlasting life; and that the Holy Spirit is graciously poured out so that men and women might have
life in abundance. (Cf. Higgins, TOR, Michael J. “Formation and the SFO” in Koinonia, n. 38, 2003 –
2).

Questions for Discussion
Can you see a process of “conversion” in your life? Most people can see a “turning point” in their
life. Would you be comfortable to share some ideas on this?
What ideas do you have about “doing penance” in the sense of our reflection?
Are there any ways or criteria that might help us deal with “on-going conversion” for ourselves or
our fraternity?
Scripture: Mt 3:8 - 12; Mt 5:20; Mt 6:16 - 18; Jn 3:27 – 30.
Activity:
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?
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SESSION 9: SIN AND FORGIVENESS
“On this road to renewal the sacrament of reconciliation is the privileged sign of the
Father’s mercy and the source of grace.” (Rule 7 cont’d.)
When St Francis considered the concept of “sin,” he always related it to God. We are so used
to thinking about sin in a negative way as “breaking a commandment” or something like that. There
certainly is a negative side to sin, but there is also a positive view which deals with relationships.
Francis always expressed our relationship with God in his writings. The basic relationship we
have with God is “obedience”. He talked about his friars as “living in obedience” or, in other words,
living in subjection to God as Lord. He emphasized that we are governed and directed by God. That is
why he could say, “Everything is God’s gift,” or “grace.” He often said that obedience is a basic
relationship, the foundation of all relationships between God and us, God and his creation. In whatever
area we go in the spiritual life, there is this basic relationship of obedience. To reject this is to sin, to
turn your back on God who is Lord. That is why Francis could say, “God’s will gives us the only valid
and true direction for our actions and omissions. Through the free decision of an obedient person, God
is acknowledged as Lord. In this obedient acknowledgement of the divine will lies the core of all
glorification of God by humans.”
Francis spoke of this a number of times in his Admonitions. For example, in Admonition 5, he
says: “Consider, O human being, in what great excellence the Lord God has placed you, for He created
and formed you to the image of his beloved Son according to the body and to His likeness according to
the Spirit. And all creatures under heaven serve, know, and obey their Creator, each according to its
own nature, better than you ...” Obedience, then, is basic to our nature. If we go against God by breaking
this relationship, we sin.
This idea is beautifully expressed in the well-known story of the Prodigal Son and in a number
of other places in the Gospels. Once we have the concept of relationship, it is easy to see where the idea
of “forgiveness” fits in. We turn back to God and ask God to restore that relationship and that bond
which ties us to Him and our brothers and sisters.
“Forgiveness” has that other aspect which is often forgotten: If we sin, we sin against God, and
we sin against the community. The Mystical Body is injured by our sin as St Paul describes it in his
letter to the Corinthians: “As the body is one, having many members, while being many, form one body,
so it is with Christ. All of us…have been baptised in one Spirit to form one body and all of us have been
given to drink from the one Spirit. The body has not just one member, but many. If the foot should say,
‘I do not belong to the body for I am not a hand,’ it would be wrong: It is part of the body!” (1 Cor
12:12-15). Then Paul goes on to describe how each person is important to the whole body; and if one
person fails, the whole body is affected by that failure, just as the whole body rejoices at the success of
another member of the body.
Our frail human nature is revealed by the times we fail in our relationship with God. While we
must ask God to “bend down to us” as St. Bonaventure puts it, and heal us, we must also ask the
community for forgiveness. That is why we must confess our serious failures to a priest. That is called
the “ecclesial nature” of the Sacrament. But we admit our human frailty at every Mass when we begin
by asking God for forgiveness at the beginning of the Liturgy. We know when Peter asked Jesus how
many times he was to forgive his brother? Jesus replied “Seventy times seven.” In other words, we must
not only ask God for forgiveness, but we, too, must be ready to forgive others who have offended us as
many times as this is needed. If we do this, we can then pray the “Our Father” with great confidence
“Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who sin against us…”
Questions for Discussion
“Obedience is the basic Franciscan virtue.” Do you agree with that statement?
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SESSION 10: THE SACRAMENTAL LIFE OF THE CHURCH
“Let them participate in the sacramental life of the Church, above all the Eucharist. Let them
join in liturgical prayer in one of the forms proposed by the Church, re-living the mysteries of
the life of Christ.” (Rule 8)
Sacramental Life
Before any candidate can be accepted as a member of the OFS, he/she must show that he/she
is baptised and an active member of the Catholic Church. There must also be a desire to deepen one’s
relationship with Christ and have an attraction to the Franciscan way of life. In fact, there must be sure
signs of “conversion” and an appreciation of a life guided by prayer and contemplation. In other words
there must be visibly noticeable signs of a person’s change for the better in the way a person leads
his/her life.
We know that through our Baptism, we share in the life and mission of the Church. That means
that we share in the role of the People of God as “priest, prophet and king,” (2nd Vatican Council). But
how do we do this? It is through our participating in the life of the parish. We take on the role of serving
the parish in its life of prayer, and/or teaching or in some other way that will forward the work of the
parish.
The Sacrament of Confirmation supplements our Baptism. It not only gives us the Holy Spirit
to strengthen and guide us, but it makes us witnesses to the truth. That is the meaning of the word
“confirm”: “to strengthen”. In today’s world, this sacrament gives us the strength to respond to Jesus
who speaks to us as he spoke to Francis in the Gospel reading from St Matthew: “If anyone wants to
follow me, let him deny himself, take up his cross and follow me. For whoever chooses to save his life
will lose it, but the one who loses his life for my sake will find it.” These same words were chosen by
Francis to be one of the basic texts in his Rule for his friars. It also remains a challenge to all Franciscans.
Again we share in the sacramental life of the Church through the Sacrament of Reconciliation.
This sacrament is more than a “wiping away of sin” as many used to think of it. It was popularly called
“Confession” which emphasized a minor part of the sacrament. The healing love of Christ is far more
important, for it not only frees us from sin but brings us strength to overcome temptation. Our encounter
with Christ in the Sacrament of Reconciliation also deepens our relationship with him through the
healing power of the Holy Spirit.
This sacrament is very much under-valued which has led to fewer people taking advantage of
this gift from God which is held out to us for as often as we want it. Reconciliation also brings about an
interior peace which only God can give. It is that “peace” which Jesus spoke about after his Resurrection
when he appeared to his disciples. He said, “Peace be with you; I give you my peace. Not as the world
gives peace do I give it to you. Do not be troubled; do not be afraid….” The “peace” Jesus speaks of
is, in Hebrew “Shalom” or “well-being”, which is not an absence of trouble but a tranquility of heart
which only God can give. It is this peace of heart that the Peace Prayer of St Francis asks us to share
with others.
Questions for Discussion
How do we see ourselves at this point in time compared with the ideal of Secular Franciscan life?
What are some ways that we can participate more fully in the life of the parish?
At every significant time of our life there is a Sacrament to support us. Can you explain this
statement?
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Story to think about:
CHRIST, THE LIGHT OF THE WORLD
Let us turn to a very famous picture that you’ve probably seen reproduced many times: the
picture of Jesus standing outside a door overgrown with ivy. There’s no knocker, no handle on the
outside. The idea is that Jesus stands there and knocks but there’s no way for him to enter unless
someone on the other side of the door decides to open it and let him in. It’s called the “Light of World,”
and it’s in St Paul’s Cathedral in London
Those of you who have been to London
know that St Paul’s is situated in a very
busy, commercialised area with heavy
traffic. The result is that the picture got quite
dirty. And so the cathedral staff sent it to one
of those places that restores art pieces. But
when the restorers took the picture out of its
frame to clean it, they saw something no one
was intended to see. On the bottom,
underneath the moulding, the artist had
written the words, “Forgive me, Lord Jesus,
for keeping you waiting so long!”.
The artist had known about Jesus and he
had painted him on the other side of the
door. He just regretted that he took so long
to decide to answer and open up to him.
Again, it’s the same gospel message: It’s
time for radical decision. What decision?
It’s time to open the door to Jesus once and
for all. And, like it or not, we must decide
not just to open one door but three: the door
to the past; the door to the present; and the
door to the future.
First, to open the door to the past is to face the reality that “what is done is done.” That’s it.
What we did, you and I, the hurtful things, the heart-breaking things, the arrogant things, the unjust
things – they’re done and we can’t undo them. The only way we can deal with past hurts and sins that
haunt us is to open the door to Jesus. The name that tradition has for this opening is forgiveness.
Bausch, W. More compelling stories, n. 1.

PRAYING THE EUCHARIST
“The faith of Saint Francis, who often said, ‘I see nothing bodily of the Most High Son of God
in this world except his most holy body and blood,’ should be inspiration and pattern of their
Eucharistic life.” (Rule 5)
There are many people who, when they hear the word “Eucharist,” immediately think of Holy
Communion. Yet the word “Eucharist” is an action word. It means “giving thanks” or “to be grateful”
from the Greek word “eucharistein”, so that when we speak of the Sacrament of the Eucharist, we are
speaking principally about the action performed in the Mass.
St Paul relates the action that took place at the Last Supper: “…. the Lord Jesus, on the night
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he was delivered up, took bread and, after giving thanks, broke it, saying, “This is my body which is
broken for you; do this in memory of me. In the same manner, taking the cup after the supper, he said,
‘This cup is the new Covenant in my blood. Whenever you drink it, do it in memory of me. So, then,
whenever you eat of this bread and drink from this cup, you are proclaiming the death of the Lord until
he comes.”
Note well that Jesus is speaking of an action (take; give thanks; break; eat and drink) which we,
his disciples, are to emulate until he comes again. Our action in the Mass is a re-presentation of Christ’s
Paschal Sacrifice because the victim is one and the same. The sacrifice of Christ and the sacramental
sacrifice of the Eucharist are one single sacrifice where only the manner of offering is different.
As the Catholic Catechism says: “The Eucharist is the memorial of Christ’s Passover, the
making present and the sacramental offering of his unique sacrifice, in the liturgy of the Church which
is his body. … In the liturgical celebration of these events, they become in a certain way present and
real. … As often as the sacrifice of the Cross by which ‘Christ our Pasch has been sacrificed’ is
celebrated on the altar, the work of our redemption is carried out.”
We must not think of the Eucharist in a passive sense. While it is something Christ does for us
out of love for us, it is also something we do in union with Christ out of love for him. When we attend
Mass, we are joining ourselves to the sacrifice of Christ on the altar. Through the ministry of priests in
the Eucharist, the spiritual (unbloody) sacrifice of the faithful is completed in union with the sacrifice
of Christ. As St. Paul says: “We who are many are one body in Christ”.
The Eucharist is not only a fraternal meal celebrated in Jesus’ memory but in partaking of the
Body and Blood of Christ we are filled with the Holy Spirit and become one body, one spirit in Christ.
In this oneness we are brought closer together in the family of the Church. Our fraternal communion as
brothers and sisters in Christ is, therefore, a grace, a gift which comes from God.
Perhaps what has been stated above may help us understand why it is so important that we share
the Mass together in active participation in the Liturgy. It also binds us together so that this supreme
prayer of Christ will bring about a true conversion not only in ourselves but in all who participate in
this divine action. That is also why the Mass is the “source and summit” of our lives as Christians and
as Franciscans. Jesus called it a new “Covenant” or “agreement” with God where we bind ourselves
more closely with Him – even more than the Israelite people did with Yahweh. We are not only united
in spirit but we are physically united with Christ when we receive him in the Eucharist. We have good
reason, then, to give God thanks for this sacred moment!
But St Paul also reminds us that we could make this moment a betrayal by refusing God’s
forgiveness when we have sinned. If we hold in our hearts some grudge or hatred of others and some
evil intent of a serious nature, then we must listen to St Paul as he continues in his instruction on the
Eucharist: “…if anyone eats of the bread or drinks from the cup of the Lord unworthily, he sins against
the body and blood of the Lord. Let each one then examine himself before eating of the bread and
drinking from the cup. Otherwise, he eats and drinks his own condemnation in not recognising the
Body.” (1 Cor 11:27-29).
While we realise the great blessing we receive, we must also approach the Table of the Lord’s
Supper with humility, trusting in God’s infinite mercy. We come to him because he has invited us to
share his life.
The more often we gather together to offer this Sacrifice to God, the greater the bond we have
with each other. Just as those who go through a tragedy together are bonded together by suffering, so
we also strengthen this bond with each other as Franciscans when we share this time of prayer together.
It is a time for great celebration, and it is also a time when we can intercede for those who are in great
need of God’s help. This is a great apostolic work that everyone can promote by one’s example.
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Some Questions for Discussion
Why can we call the Eucharist a “meal” and a “sacrifice”?
How does our celebration of the Eucharist together assist our fraternity relationships?
What are some ways that we can teach others more about the Eucharist?
A Story About Life

THE LAST SUPPER
There is a moving story that has survived the centuries. It’s about Peitro Bandinelli, an attractive
young man who used to sing in the Milan cathedral choir. He had beautiful, clear eyes and a kind
face. According to the story, Leonardo de Vinci chose Bandinelli to be his model for Jesus in his
painting, “The Last Supper”. Years later, Leonardo still had to complete the painting. One day,
however, the spirit moved him, and he went into the slums of Milan to look for a model for Judas.
After a few hours he found the perfect man. His eyes were shifty and clouded; his face had a hardened
look. Later, while the man was posing, Leonardo paused and asked him, “Have we met before?”
There was a long silence. Then the man replied, saying, “Yes, I was your Jesus model years ago, but
much has happened in my life since then.”
Mark Link, SJ, Challenge, p. 100.
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SESSION 11: FRANCISCAN DEVOTIONS
“As Jesus was the worshiper of the Father, so let prayer and contemplation be the soul of all
they are and do.” (Rule 8).

PRIVATE DEVOTIONS AND PRAYERS
History has shown that in certain epochs, the life of the faith is sustained by the forms and
practices of piety which the faithful have often felt more deeply and actively than the liturgical
celebrations. Indeed, every liturgical celebration, because it is an action of Christ the Priest and of
his body which is the Church, is a sacred action, surpassing all others. No other action of the Church
can equal its efficacy, by the same title or to the same degree.” (Directory of Popular Piety and the
Liturgy - The Congregation for Divine Worship, page 22 n..11).
This quote goes on to indicate the primacy of the Liturgy in the life of the Church but, at the
same time, it points to the significant role that popular devotion or private devotional prayers and
practices have played in the history of the Church. We know, for example, that it was the popular
devotion of the people that kept the faith alive in some “Third World” countries, such as in Korea by
the Secular Franciscans, and in Japan by the underground Church when, for centuries, priests or
religious were not allowed into the country. This shows that the Holy Spirit can work in the Church
despite human efforts to stamp out the faith. It is important, therefore, that Secular Franciscans do not
neglect these important sacramentals in their daily life.
Among these practices and prayers, there are some typically Franciscan ones such as the
Franciscan Crown Rosary, the Way of the Cross and the Angelus, which St Francis himself encouraged
after his return from the Holy Land where he was impressed with the practices he saw the Moslems
following there. There are many other devotions which the Church promotes: novenas to the Saints, the
Christmas crib (started by St Francis), devotion to the Holy Spirit, etc. Of course, we know all of these
are optional and must never substitute for the Liturgical prayers of the Church. They are ‘helps’ to
remind us of the Lord and to unite communities on various occasions. They are also easily understood
by ordinary people and especially young children. Practices such as the Sign of the Cross, and prayers
such as the Hail Mary or “Hail Holy Queen” can be taught to children at an early age, as well as short
acts of Faith, Hope and Love. These should come naturally to all Catholics and can prove to be of great
support in times of trial.
Other forms of private devotion are the reading of the Scriptures and reflecting on them; reading
spiritual books and articles in magazines; taking time to reflect on the creation around us to thank God
for the gifts he has granted us; and spending time before the Blessed Sacrament to “be with the Lord”
in a devotional way. All these are expressions of our faith which make us aware of God’s love for us
and our love for Him in return.
We know that St Francis loved to take time to go to a quiet place to pray. He did not need a
book to read, but prayed from his heart. It was when he went to pray before the Cross in the little church
of San Damiano that he heard Christ speak to him to “go and repair My Church.” It was in a cave outside
Assisi that Francis went to pray for days on end to learn what God wanted of him. It was in prayer in
the church of St Nicholas that he read the Gospel texts that were to be the keys to his way of life. Prayer
was his comfort and his joy. In the same way, all Franciscans must look forward to the time when they
can follow Francis’ example and seek to be alone with the Lord.
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FRANCISCAN DEVOTION TO MARY
“The Virgin Mary, humble servant of the Lord, was open to his every word and call. She
was embraced by Francis with indescribable love and declared the protectress and advocate
of his family. The Secular Franciscans should express their ardent love for her by imitating
her complete self-giving and by praying earnestly and confidently.” (Rule 9)
Francis always had a tender love for the Blessed Virgin Mary which is evident from the time
of his conversion when he rebuilt the ruined church of “Our Lady of the Angels”.
Of all the titles we give to Mary, the title “Mother of God” was Francis’ favourite as we can
see in the text of the Early Rule. Francis’ attitude towards Jesus and Mary has nothing of the abstract
and theoretical about it because he is led to it always by seeing in the concrete life of Jesus and Mary
the self-revelation of God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who places on us the necessity of a
fraternal life according to the Gospel, as the basis of any communion with the Father.
Francis drew his devotion towards Mary from his meditations on the Gospels and the Liturgy
of the Church. It is clear that Francis recognized Mary’s intimate role in the work of salvation, intimately
associated with Jesus in his work through her maternal role. Her deep faith, her power of intercession,
her witness and suffering are clearly seen in the Gospels. Her maternal role towards the disciples is also
clear. Francis’ devotion and piety are set afire by re-living these events in the life of Mary. Mary is, for
Francis, the Madonna of the Poor (2 Cel 83), and God chose her to be his Mother and wanted to share
his poverty with her as a way to save men and lead them again to experience the fatherhood of God on
. the basis of a recreated human brotherhood, which embodied genuine solidarity with the poor. As the
Poverello said, “As for me, I consider it a royal dignity and an outstanding nobility to follow that Lord
who, though he was rich, became poor for our sake,” and participate in the salvific action of Jesus with
whom all his followers must take a part. Therefore, by demanding poverty of the friars, he directs them
to Christ who was poor and a guest, and lived on alms, he and the Blessed Virgin Mary and his disciples.
And Francis’ final wish was, “Follow the life and poverty of the Most High, our Lord Jesus Christ, and
most holy Mother, and persevere in it until the end.”
God who had chosen to share poverty with Mary became her Son; he is God who makes
supreme what is the least; he is a different God who has not got our logic, who chooses poverty and the
poor as his “sacrament”, his sign and symbol. Thomas of Celano says this well when he explains the
compassion of Francis towards the poor, how he was consumed for the poor, and how he associated
himself with the poor “by a display of poverty” that made not only his heart to be lifted towards nature,
but for theological reasons, to charity towards others.

Questions for Discussion
What strikes you as typically Franciscan attitudes towards Mary?
How can we make Francis’ approach to Mary our own?
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Story to Share
A LESSON ON PRAYER
A man's daughter had asked the local priest to come and pray with her father. When the minister
arrived, he found the man lying in bed with his head propped up on two pillows. An empty chair sat
beside his bed. The priest assumed that the old fellow had been informed of his visit. "I guess you were
expecting me, he said. 'No, who are you?" said the man. The priest told him his name and then remarked,
"I saw the empty chair and I figured you knew I was going to show up," "Oh yeah, the chair," said
the bedridden man. "Would you mind closing the door?"
Puzzled, the priest shut the door. "I have never told anyone this, not even my daughter," said
the man. "But all of my life I have never known how to pray. At church I used to hear the preacher talk
about prayer, but it went right over my head.”
“I abandoned any attempt at prayer," the old man continued, "until one day four years ago, my
best friend said to me: ‘Johnny, prayer is just a simple matter of having a conversation with Jesus. Here
is what I suggest, sit down in a chair; place an empty chair in front of you, and in faith see Jesus on the
chair. It's not spooky because he promised, 'I will be with you always'. Then just speak to him in the
same way you're doing with me right now.’”
"So, I tried it and I've liked it so much that I do it a couple of hours every day. I'm careful
though. If my daughter saw me talking to an empty chair, she'd either have a nervous breakdown or
send me off to the funny farm."
The priest was deeply moved by the story and encouraged the old man to continue on the
journey. Then he prayed with him, anointed him with oil, and returned to the church. Two nights later
the daughter called to tell the minister that her daddy had died that afternoon. “Did he die in peace?" he
asked. “Yes, when I left the house about two o'clock, he called me over to his bedside, told me how
much he loved me and kissed me on the cheek.”
“When I got back from the store an hour later, I found him dead. But there was something
strange about his death. Apparently, just before Daddy died, he leaned over and rested his head on the
chair beside the bed. What do you make of that?" The priest wiped a tear from his eye and said, "I wish
we could all go like that."
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SESSION 12: WITNESSING TO THE GOSPEL
“Secular Franciscans should devote themselves especially to careful reading of the gospel,
going from gospel to life and life to the gospel.” (Rule 4)
… let them faithfully fulfill the duties proper to their various circumstances of life. Let them
also follow the poor and crucified Christ, witness to him even in difficulties and persecutions.
(Rule 10)
We know that the reading of Scripture reflectively must lead to action in our lives. In this
chapter, let us concentrate on how to pray the Scriptures so as to bear more fruit. Of course, this is the
work of the Holy Spirit working in us; but how do we come to that “tranquility of heart” so as to be
open to the Spirit, thus leading us into some activity in our lives?
Firstly, we should contemplate the Lord’s words to his disciples when they came to him asking
him to show them how to pray. His reply was what we have come to call “the Lord’s Prayer”. But on
another occasion Jesus described our private prayer in the following way:“When you pray, do not use
a lot of words, as the pagans do, for they hold that the more they say, the more chance they have of
being heard. Do not be like them. Your Father knows what you need, even before you ask him. When
you pray, do not be like those who want to be seen…go into your room, close the door and pray to your
Father who is with you in secret, and your Father who sees what is kept secret will reward you.” (Mt
6:6–7)
Note that Jesus tells his disciples (and us) that when you pray it is not the number of words that
you use or making a great show that will have your prayer heard by God; it is the humble prayer of one
who expresses his need for God and his blessings who will have his prayer answered.
One writer explains what it means to “go into your room”. The word used for “room” in Greek
is “tameion” which means “a private room or storeroom where provisions were kept, or a treasury
where the money of the state was guarded. Some French versions translate it as “go into yourself” or
“enter your heart” – an idea which can be understood in a biblical way. Then it would mean “go into
the center of your being, your personality, yourself”. It is there you will find true peace where God can
speak to you.
Do you remember when St Francis, at the beginning of his conversion, entered a cave and
remained there to pray to God. This encounter completely transformed him. He came out, as Thomas
of Celano says, “another man.” His actions after that were completely inspired by the Holy Spirit and
his whole attitude towards everything around him changed.
The Rule tells us to “go from the Gospel to life, and life to the Gospel.” That means that we
should start by reading the Scriptures; then go out under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit to carry out
what we know God wants of us. Then, later go back and check out what you have done with the teaching
of the Gospel. Do our actions conform to the Gospel message or not? By doing this, we learn to correct
our faults and come closer to the ideal presented to us in the Scriptures.
Let us take an example from daily life. We read in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, “Do not use
harmful words in talking. Use only helpful words, the kind that build up and provide what is needed, so
that what you say will do good to those who hear you….” (Eph 4:29).
Having reflected on these
words, we decide to be particularly careful in our speech that day and to try to follow the advice
Scripture has given us.
At work, we have a particularly trying day. Everything seems to be going wrong, and we begin
to complain that the boss could have arranged things better, or that so-and-so did not do his job properly.
We look into ourselves and think of how much suffering we have had to endure because of the laziness
of other people…. And so the day goes on, until we realize that we have forgotten the good advice we
reflected on earlier. What must we do? Clearly, we must go back again to that Scripture text and work
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out how we can carry it out with more success. In this way, we have gone from the written word to
action; then back again to the written word to judge ourselves. Over a period of time, the desired result
will come with the help of the Holy Spirit and our willingness to do God’s will.
Secular Franciscans are asked to follow the poor and crucified Christ in their everyday living.
Having chosen to unite with Christ it follows that they must be willing to share even his passion. Thus
all of the hardships of life that inevitably befall us all, should be borne with Franciscan joy of being
joined with Christ.

Question for Discussion
How often do you take the time to pray? Have you a special time and place where you pray? What
can you do to improve your life of prayer on your own?
In what ways can we be followers of the “poor and crucified Christ”?
Scripture: Lk 6:46-47
Franciscan Texts: 2Cel 6:10 (FAED II, p. 249)
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SESSION 13: PROMOTING JUSTICE AND PEACE
“Let them individually and collectively be in the forefront in promoting justice by the testimony
of their human lives and their courageous initiatives. Especially in the field of public life, they
should make definite choices in harmony with their faith.” (Rule 15)
When many people hear the phrase “Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation”, they immediately
think of the external side of them. They probably think of cases of injustice that they know, or the
terrible violence in the world today, or the threat to our environment. These all exist and we cannot
deny that they are serious challenges to everyone.
But there is a spiritual side also to these aspects of our lives. Our first task as Franciscans,
therefore, is to be alert ourselves to alert people of what is happening around them, then, be ready to
act. A true disciple of Christ must follow the rule often quoted by the Young Christian Worker
movement: “See, judge and act.” This was expressed differently in a recent book from Rome which
states: “…the disciple remains alert not simply for an intellectual appreciation of the situation of the
meaning of life, but “to re-enter life as an enlightened person of service” and to participate with others
in taking action. We are reminded that contemplation follows the path of compassion: awareness, action
and union. These stages are connected by reflection done as a community or as a personal effort. Jesus
points us towards commitment, action and change. This is clear from a close examination of his
parables e.g. yeast loses its own life in flour and becomes something new in helping others, bread to
nourish others.”
The author then quotes the Parable of the Good Samaritan and comments: “The Samaritan is
alert to God’s will when he acts out of compassion for the wounded Jew. The priest who sees the
wounded traveler is more concerned about keeping ritually pure so he passes by. The same concern
causes the Levite to pass the victim without helping him. Both the priest and the Levite had practical
and legal reasons to ignore the wounded man lying by the side of the road. However, the Samaritan
who comes along understood his place in creation and acted in genuine compassion for the Jew. His
was an active response in love. His response fused a union of three wills: those of the Samaritan, the
beaten man and God. Frequently the action of compassion is caught up with the preoccupations of the
mission or emergency and only later upon reflection do we realize that we were participating in God’s
life and activity.”
The same response can be seen in the life of St Francis: observation, compassion and action.
Think of the story of his vocation or his meeting with the leper when he realizes his meeting with God
is in the suffering leper.
After an evening meal with his companions, Francis went away from his friends to be alone. He
did not know where to go but he knew where he should not go. He had renounced money and
worldly glory to the wonderment of his friends…but he needed to go further.
When he was riding his horse, he met a leper – one of those unfortunates he could not bear to
see. The sight and smell of them sickened him – but, faithful to his promise, he dismounted and
ran to meet the leper. The leper extended his hand for alms. He received not only money but a
kiss as well.
Thus when St. Francis comes to consider the Incarnation, God becoming man, he sees the poor
Christ who became subject to all despite his divine origin. The humble God is a theme that Francis
refers to frequently in his writings. Our response to God who humbled himself for us should be that of
reverence and praise.
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From these comments we can deduce what we must be alert to: Firstly, the suffering around us
especially the poor, the marginalized, the powerless and the outcast; secondly, we must be alert to be
“peace-makers” just as Francis was and seek the way of non-violence in our communities and our
families; then, thirdly, we must seek to promote human rights in our society and in other countries.
Our Rule is eloquent in its expression of our role in society as bearers of peace and joy:
“Mindful that they are bearers of peace which must be built up unceasingly, they should seek out ways
of unity and fraternal harmony through dialogue, trusting in the presence of the divine seed in everyone
and in the transforming power of love and pardon. Messengers of perfect joy in every circumstance,
they should strive to bring joy and hope to others.” (Rule 19)
How we can do these things is up to each person to decide. These are the challenges that face
us just as they faced St Francis and St Clare in their day.
Questions to Discuss
What do you understand by the phrase “See, judge and act”?
What practical conclusions can we draw from this reflection?
Who are the “marginalized”, the “powerless” and the “outcast” in our society? How can we help
them as Franciscans?

DVD
FRANCIS OF ASSISI – Imagining a better world
A joint production of: Franciscan Friars, OFM and
Franciscan Missionaries of Mary, FMM … 18 mins.
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SESSION 14: THE GIFT OF WORKING AND SERVICE
“Let them esteem work both as a gift and as a sharing in the creation, redemption, and the
service of the human community.” (Rule 16)
Francis had a very distinctive approach in his concept of work. He lived at a time when cities
were beginning to develop and economies were being based on money and power. This is in contrast to
the old exchange (barter) economy which had existed for centuries before.
Work has often been looked at from a negative point of view. The description in the Book of
Genesis gave foundation to such an opinion: “In the sweat of your brow you shall make your living.”
(Gen 3:19). It is true that work is a fundamental fact of human existence. It is not evil as we know that
in the story of Adam and Eve in Genesis, “The Lord God took man and put him in the Garden of Eden
to till it and look after it” (Gen 2:15). However, work was directly and deeply affected by sin, and so
were we. But St Francis brings out the positive side of this, believing that the daily affliction of a person
at work marks the exercise of their God-given power over creation.
St Francis expresses his approach to work in the Later Rule of the Friars Minor in this way:
“Let those friars, to whom the Lord gives the grace to work, work faithfully and devotedly, in such a
way that, having excluded idleness, the enemy of the soul, they do not extinguish the spirit of holy prayer
and devotion, which all other temporal things should serve zealously. Indeed, concerning the wages of
labour, let them receive for themselves and for their friars what is for the necessity of the body, except
coins or money, and this (they should do) humbly, as befits the servants of God and the followers of
most holy poverty”
Work, therefore, for St Francis is a ‘grace’ because men and women and all their activities are
taken up, insofar as their origin is concerned, as a “gratuitous gift from God”. St Bonaventure points
out that graces are contained in work: for corporal work, they have the gift of strength of body; for
spiritual work, they have acquired the facility to express themselves as an artist or tradesman who has
acquired skill in his work. Clareno, an early biographer, points out that grace carries skill with it: the
competence and capacity for work which is the expression of a gift gratuitously received.
The purpose of work, according to St Francis, is to form an enthusiastic society awaiting the
realisation of spiritual, ethical and intellectual values where the gifts that are within persons constitute
the only capital that cannot be manipulated. In other words, Franciscan work tends towards a community
based on existence, rather than on possessions.
In line with this, Rule 13 states: “A sense of community will make them (Secular Franciscans)
joyful and ready to place themselves on an equal basis with all people, especially with the lowly for
whom they shall strive to create conditions of life worthy of people redeemed by Christ.” And Rule 14
adds, “… let them exercise their responsibilities competently in the Christian spirit of service.” In this
way, they build up the Kingdom of God.
A Life of Service
The temptation to exercise power is not something that belongs only to those who hold authority
in government. It also applies to religious life. Francis was particularly concerned with the application
of the Gospel passage we find in St Matthew’s Gospel where the mother of James and John came to
Jesus asking that her two sons might have the places of honour in his kingdom:
The other ten heard all this and were angry with the two brothers. Then Jesus called them to
him and said, “You know that the rulers of the nations act as tyrants, and the powerful oppress them.
It shall not be so among you; whoever wants to be more important in your group shall make himself
your servant. And whoever wants to be first must make himself the servant of all. Be like the Son of Man
who has come, not to be served but to serve and to give his life to redeem many. (Mt 20:24-28)
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Francis spoke strongly against looking at the position of superiors as an office of power and
domination. It was for this reason that he would not call those responsible for the friars “Prior,” which
means “the first one”. That is why they were given the names “Minister” or “Guardian” to indicate a
position of service to others. This was to follow the example of the Lord who said, “I did not come to
be served, but to serve.” Jesus wants to convince his followers that success in his kingdom does not
consist in prestige and power, but in following the way of Jesus, their leader.
But notice also that Jesus addresses all of his disciples. This kind of behaviour is not simply for
those who are in authority, but to anyone who has a responsibility in the fraternity or community. Ever
since the Fall of Adam and Eve, there have been those who have craved for what was beyond them:
covetousness, greed, inordinate ambition which are basic human vices. By being attached to these,
people have withdrawn from the rule of God and preferred to set up their own kingdom. Jesus came to
set up his kingdom of poverty and humility which would overcome these vices. He wanted to lead
people to genuine conversion, sincere penance which would bring about the Kingdom. St Francis
repeats this exhortation when he says, “He who wishes to serve the coming of the kingdom must observe
poverty and humility and the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.” This is particularly true if a person holds
an office of responsibility at work or in a fraternity.
St Francis expresses his thoughts in Admonition 4: “I did not come to be served but to serve”,
our Lord tells us. Those who are put in charge of others should take no more pride in their office than
if they had been appointed to wash the feet of their confreres. They should no more be disturbed at the
loss of their authority than they would be were they deprived of the task of washing the feet of their
confreres. The more they are disturbed, the greater the risk they incur for their souls.
As the “least ones”, the followers of Francis were to renounce all lust for power and to be ready
to serve all, especially if they held a position of leadership. Francis spoke of them as “servants” and
“slaves” because they were appointed to “wash the feet of their confreres.”
For the Secular Franciscan, work provides a means and environment for proclaiming the Good
News of the Gospel. Their workaday world is an arena of people who have been saved by Christ but
may be unaware of their salvation. Work can therefore be a blessing, which not only allows the person
to utilise the gifts given them by the Holy Spirit but also to use their words and actions to bring the love
of the Holy spirit to their working community. As the Commentary to our Rule says, “Such an attitude
towards work can reshape one’s own and others’ values and actions regarding labour and management,
business and economics, living wage and welfare, proper use of one’s own talents and the resources of
others.”

Questions for Discussion
Can you explain why Francis called work a “gift”?
Can you suggest how we could use our talents in a truly Franciscan way?
How can the Franciscan concept of “service” be applied in your workplace or home?
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SESSION 15: MARRIAGE: A SIGN OF COMMITMENT AND LOVE
“In their family they should cultivate the Franciscan spirit of peace, fidelity, and respect for
life, striving to make of it a sign of a world already renewed in Christ.”
“By living the grace of matrimony, husbands and wives in particular should bear witness in
the world to the love of Christ for his Church. They should joyfully accompany their children
on their human and spiritual journey by providing a simple and open Christian education and
being attentive to the vocation of each child.” (Rule 17)
There is an interesting historical note on marriage made by Thomas Richstatter, OFM where
he notes, among other things, that some of the apostles were married and that the actual ceremony as a
sacramental marriage did not take place until the 16th century. He also makes the point that “It is the
bride and the groom who perform the marriage. The priest, the attendants and the congregation witness
what the bride and groom do.” Yet we know that it is God who unites them into “one body” as Jesus
tells us when he answered the Pharisees question on divorce: “Have you not read that in the beginning
the Creator made them male and female and he said: Man has now to leave father and mother, and be
joined to his wife, and the two shall become one body; let no one separate what God has joined.” (Mt
19:4-6)
The marriage vows do not complete a marriage just as religious profession does not complete
a religious. The vows have to be lived. In other words, it is only the beginning of a process where the
individuals go through a learning process: a man and a woman must learn to live together and bring up
a family; the religious has to learn his or her new state in life through prayer and practice. This could
take many years for this covenant to be complete. Both covenants imply a “total giving of oneself”
either to each other (in marriage) or to God (in religious life). Christ is present in both processes in this
coming to maturity.
The sacramental sign of this self-giving in marriage is the exchange of rings. It proclaims that
one belongs to the other to care for and assist in growing towards holiness of life. Marriage must grow
deeper and more meaningful as the years progress especially in the forming of a family of children who
must be educated and nurtured. This demands a constant attention to each other and the family.
Teaching the children the faith is an important aspect of this growth. It also means that the trials that
come their way must become a means of strengthening the bond of marriage. The OFS Rule expresses
it this way:
“Unied themselves to the redemptive obedience of Jesus, who placed his will into the Father’s
hands, let them faithfully fulfil the duties proper to their various circumstances of life. Let them
also follow the poor and crucified Christ, witness to him even in difficulties and persecution.”
(Rule 10).
The OFS Rule also indicates the goals in educating the family: “In their family they should
cultivate the Franciscan spirit of peace, fidelity, and respect for life, striving to make of it a sign of a
world already renewed in Christ.” (Rule 17)
This covenant that married couples make is binding in fidelity until death. It also assures the
married couple that they are not travelling alone but Christ walks with them on their journey. This
comforting assures us that Jesus will always give us the strength to overcome whatever temptation or
trial that comes along. Again, this Rule explains: “By living the grace of matrimony, husbands and
wives in particular should bear witness in the world to their love of Christ for his Church. They should
joyfully accompany their children on their human and spiritual journey by providing a simple and open
Christian education and being attentive to the vocation of each child.”
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The OFS General Constitutions expand on the Rule and advises: “Secular Franciscans should
consider their own family to be the first place in which to live their Christian commitment and
Franciscan vocation. They should make space within it for prayer, for the Word of God, and for the
Christian catechesis. They should concern themselves with respect for all life in every situation from
conception until death.” (GC art. 24 §1)
The same General Constitutions go on to give us much more to ponder: “Married couples find
in the Rule of the OFS an effective aid in their own journey of Christian life, aware that, in the sacrament
of matrimony, their love shares in the love that Christ has for his Church. The way spouses love each
other and affirm the value of fidelity is a profound witness for their own family, the Church, and the
world.”
Questions for Discussion
The concept of fidelity in marriage has many implications in the way Secular Franciscans live their
lives. Can you discuss this?
What practices can you suggest that can help strengthen the marriages of Secular Franciscans?
The OFS General Constitutions (GC art. 24 §2) suggest a number of activities that fraternities might
pursue. Are there any of these that could be done now?
Scripture: Eph 5:21–33
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SESSION 16: RESPECT FOR ALL CREATURES
“Moreover, they should respect all creatures, animate and inanimate, which “bear the imprint
of the Most High,” and they should strive to move from the temptation of exploiting creation
to the Franciscan concept of universal kinship.” (Rule 18)
Perhaps this is one of the most famous aspect in the life of St Francis that most people, whether
Catholic or not, remember about St Francis. His love for all creatures has made him a favourite in many
circles of society. His close bond with animals and creation is clear from his Canticle of the Creatures
where he calls them his “brother” or “sister” to reflect that bond. Brother Thomas of Celano expressed
this when he said:
“In every work of the artist he praised the Artist; whatever he found in the things made he
referred to the Maker. He rejoiced in all the works of the hands of the Lord and saw behind
things pleasant to behold their life-giving reason and cause. In beautiful things he saw Beauty
itself, all things were to him good.”
It is understandable why Francis did not allow his friars to cut down trees entirely and to have
a border around gardens and honey and wine set out for bees in winter, and he named animals and
creatures his brothers and sisters. His close relationship with animals has always been an attraction to
his spirituality.
Because of climate change in recent years, we have become more aware of ecology and our
need to take care of the earth and all creation. We now consider the environment in all its many
relationships with human culture and society. There is now what we call an “ecological justice” which
concerns us all, and we need to understand the principles that govern us from the point of view of
ecological justice.
“The Franciscan vision of life is both centered on God and on the world. Every creature,
whether living or non-living, is part of a subjectivity. It is not just an object but has an internal value
and a mission. At the same time, it is in permanent relation to the Creator and with other beings.” Here
are some principles:
1. We must see the world as a Sacrament. St Francis had a sense of the presence of God in creation. He
saw everything as God’s gift, and he wanted everyone to appreciate this gift. This is supported by St
Bonaventure when he pointed out “Of all creation he made a ladder by which we might mount up and
embrace Him who is all desirable.”
2. We must have an integral vision of life. “The Universe, created in harmony and for harmony, is like
a great family whose elements in their variety are interdependent and form a single universal fraternity.
This conception of the unity of the world is profoundly rooted in the biblical vision of creation.”
Therefore, Franciscans are attentive to the interdependence of beings. No being lives of and for itself.
The survival of human beings, and especially of the poor, depends on the survival of the Earth and the
quality of life of the universe. Francis was conscious of this throughout his life.
St Francis respected every living being as having an intrinsic value, an individuality or a human dignity;
and so all creatures had to be reverenced and loved for “they do the will of God perfectly.” “Stones,
plants, birds of the sky, worms of the earth, lepers or beggars of the road ... all God’s creatures had a
right to existence and none of them belonged completely to us ... A Franciscan ecological spirituality
brings us before the challenge of transcending ourselves to enter into the universal community of all
beings, our life enlarges our sense of responsibility towards ourselves and others. This requires an
inclusive attitude towards all the beings that we meet on our way, including those of the natural world,
and at the same time a contemplative look of wonder when faced with the diversity and the mysterious
singularity of each one of them: an inclusiveness without any appropriation, a solidarity that includes

65

a profound respect for otherness.” For most people today, these ideas are new and need a great deal of
reflection to understand their impact. Hopefully, they will lead to a ministry towards creation that will
stem the selfish tide of abuse and waste and exploitation in this world. Take the time to reflect on St.
Francis’ ideas before you discuss them.
Questions for Discussion
What is special about the Franciscan view of creation?
What are some of the practical consequences of this teaching on ecological justice?
What are some ways we could teach others these principles?
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SESSION 17: LIFE IN FRATERNITY
“The local fraternity is to be established canonically. It becomes the basic unit of the whole
Order and is a visible sign of the Church, the community of love. This should be the privileged
place for developing a sense of Church and the Franciscan vocation and for enlivening the
apostolic life of its members” (Rule 22)
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 participation and action within the Church must be evident. The actual participation and
collaboration of the OFS within the Church happens when fraternities at various levels, - local, regional,
national or international – each with its specific personality in the Church, are connected one with the
other in their activities.
There is a responsibility of all the members of a fraternity, by means of personal presence, to
collaborate in the active life of their fraternity. 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. Rule 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?
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SESSION 18: FINAL COMMITMENT/ PROFESSION IN THE OFS
“Profession by its nature is a permanent commitment”. (Rule 23)
Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order means that you accept the way of life expressed in
the Rule and Constitutions of the Secular Franciscan Order. That means that you agree to live the Gospel
of Jesus Christ in the spirit of St Francis. Profession is a public sign to all that you will be actively
involved in the whole Franciscan life. In other words, you promise to know Jesus better by reflecting
on the Gospels and the Sacred Writings in the Bible.
Living a Gospel life mean receiving the Sacraments of Reconciliation and Eucharist frequently
and sustaining that life by acts of penance, prayer and trust in God’s Providence. As followers of St.
Francis, Secular Franciscans are characterized by their simple lifestyle, by detachment from possessions
and power, by seeking purity of heart, and prayerfully discerning God’s will for them in their life.
A Gospel life also means that you will seek to be engaged in some form of spiritual, ecclesial
or charitable ministry, or a secular ministry in evangelization. That means trying to be active in your
parish activities and other charitable works. You must seek to be involved in the missionary activities
of the Church, not only as an individual but also as a member of the Fraternity. The Fraternity must
have some apostolic work to do and not simply talk about what others are doing. As Pope Francis put
it, “we must be missionary disciples of the Lord.”
Benet Fonck OFM says “The community approach is important and essential in Gospel living.
Just as everyone is called to holiness, so also is everyone called to perfect charity to keep alive our
growth in God’s presence and prepare ourselves adequately to communicate the Gospel and build the
kingdom of God. The vocation of the Secular Franciscan is to live the Gospel as a community
experience – with support and accountability – to live Jesus’ Gospel in today’s world."
Fonk goes on to describe “community” as: “A lived experience of togetherness and recognition
of each other as persons with dignity and worth. We share ideas and take on responsibility for some
common work. Fraternities should provide inspiration, motivation, guidance and formation to its
members. Two basic attitudes form the building-blocks of Franciscan Fraternity:
•
•

A sense of community, that is, being aware of a community spirit as necessary; and
A will towards community, that is, its members must make a conscious effort to build
community, as a God-given gift.”

Those who are to make their final commitment should spend some time in preparation of at
least a day’s recollection to prepare for the occasion.
Activities
•

Candidates for Profession should prepare their “Request to the Minister” to make their
Profession (Cf Rule 23).

•

The formator and candidates should read through and rehearse the “Rite of Commitment to the
Gospel Life” in Chapter 2 of the Ritual of the Secular Franciscan Order.
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APPENDIX: FRANCISCAN PRAYERS
We adore you
We adore you, most holy Lord Jesus Christ,
here and in all your churches throughout the
world and we bless you because by your holy
cross you have redeemed the world.

Antiphon honouring the Blessed Virgin
Mary
Holy Virgin Mary,
there is no one like you among the women
born in the world.
Daughter and servant of the Most High and
Supreme King
and of the Father in heaven,
Mother of our most holy Lord Jesus Christ,
Spouse of the Holy Spirit,
pray for us with Saint Michael, the Archangel,
all the powers of heaven and all the saints,
to your most holy beloved Son, our Lord and
Master. Amen.

Prayer before the Crucifix
Most high, glorious God, enlighten the
darkness of my heart. Instil in me a correct
faith, a certain hope and a perfect love; a sense
and a knowledge, Lord, so that I may do your
holy and true command.
Prayer for the Entire Order/ Franciscan
Family
Almighty, eternal, just and merciful God,
grant us in our misery that we may do for your
sake alone what we know you want us to do,
and always want what pleases you; so that,
cleansed and enlightened interiorly and fired
with the flame of the Holy Spirit, we may be
able to follow in the footprints of your Son,
our Lord Jesus Christ, and so make our way to
you, Most High, by your grace alone, you who
live and rule in perfect Trinity and simple
Unity, and are glorified, God all-powerful,
for ever and ever. Amen.

Salutation of the Blessed Virgin Mary
Hail, O Lady, Holy Queen,
Mary, holy Mother of God
Who are the Virgin made Church,
the one chosen by the most Holy Father in
Heaven
whom he consecrated with his most holy
beloved Son
and with the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete,
in whom there was and is all fullness of grace
and all good.
Hail his palace!
Hail his tabernacle!
Hail his dwelling!
Hail his vestment!
Hail his handmaid!
Hail his Mother!

Peace Prayer of St Francis
Lord,
Make me an instrument of your peace.
Where there is hatred, let me sow love.
Where there is injury, pardon.
Where there is doubt, faith.
Where there is despair, hope.
Where there is darkness, light.
And where there is sadness, joy.

Hail all your holy virtues
poured into the hearts of the faithful
through the grace and enlightenment of the
Holy Spirit,
that from their infidelities
you may make them faithful to God.

O Divine Master,
Grant that I may not so much seek to be
consoled as to console.
To be understood as to understand.
To be loved as to love.

Praises of God
You are holy, Lord, the only God, who does
wonders.

For it is in giving that we receive;
it is in pardoning that we are pardoned;
And it is in dying that we are born to eternal
life.

You are strong, you are great, you are most
high, you are the almighty King,
You, holy Father, are king of heaven and
earth.
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You are Three and one, Lord God of gods;
You are good, all good, the highest good,
Lord God, living and true.

who do not do penance and who do not know
you into the eternal fire,
and to say to all those who do know you and
adore you and who serve you in penance:
“Come you blessed of my Father, receive the
kingdom, which has been prepared for you
from the beginning of the world.”

You are love and charity. You are wisdom;
you are humility; you are patience;
you are security; you are rest; you are joy;
you are our hope and joy; you are justice;
you are moderation; you are all our ruches;
(you are enough for us).

And because we are wretches and sinners and
are not worthy to pronounce your name,
we humbly ask that our Lord Jesus Christ,
your beloved Son, in whom you are well
pleased,
together with the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete,
would give you thanks for everything as it
pleases you and him, who satisfies you in
everything, through who you have done so
much for us.

You are beauty; you are meekness; you are the
protector; you are our guardian and defender;
you are strength; you are refreshment.
You are our hope; you are our faith;
you are our charity; you are our sweetness;
you are our eternal life.
Great and wonderful Lord, God almighty,
Merciful Saviour.

Alleluia!

A Prayer of Thanksgiving
All powerful, most holy, most high and
supreme God,
holy and just Father,
Lord, King of heaven and earth.
We thank you for yourself,
for by your holy will.
and through your holy Son
and in the Holy Spirit
you have created every spiritual and corporal
being,
and, having made us in your own image and
likeness,
you placed us in paradise.
And through our own fault we fell. We fell.

Praises before the Office
Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord God Almighty,
who was, who is and who is to come.
R. Let us praise and glorify Him forever.
Worthy is the Lamb who was slain to receive
power and divinity and wisdom and strength
and honour and glory and blessing.
R. Let us praise and glorify Him forever.
Bless the Lord, all you works of the Lord.
R. Let us praise and glorify Him forever.
Praise our God, all you His servants, and you
who fear Him, the small and the great.
R. Let us praise and glorify Him forever.

And we thank you
for just as through your Son you created us,
so also, through your holy love, with which
you have loved us,
you caused him to be born true God and true
man of the glorious ever-virgin, most blessed,
holy Mary,
and you willed to redeem us captives through
his cross and death and blood.

Praise Him in His glory, heaven and earth, and
every creature that is in heaven and on the
earth and under the earth, and such as are
on the seas and all that are in them.
R. Let us praise and glorify Him forever.
Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to
the Holy Spirit.
R. Let us praise and glorify Him forever.
As it was in the beginning, is now and will be
forever. Amen.
R. Let us praise and glorify Him forever.

And we thank you
for your son himself will come again in the
glory of his majesty to send the wicked ones
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Let us pray: Omnipotent, most holy, most high
and supreme God: all good, supreme good,
total good, you who alone are good: we give
you all praise, all glory, all thanks, all honour,
and blessing and every good. So be it. So be it.
Amen.
Blessing of the Tau Cross

Leader: In the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit.
All: Amen.
Leader: The peace and joy of Christ be with
you all.
All: And with your Spirit.
Leader: Lord, bless these tau crosses that they
may be a sign of salvation and interior
freedom for those who call on your name
through the intercession of St. Francis. You
who live and reign with the Father and the
Holy Spirit now and forever.
All: Amen.
Conferring the Tau Crosses
Leader: N… receive the tau cross, the sign of
salvation with which you were signed on the
day of your baptism. + In the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit
All: Amen.
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