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DURING THE PASTORAL VISIT AND CELEBRATION OF THE CHAPTER 

By Br. Ivan Matić, OFM

In this number of Koinonia we offer a commentary on the Statutes for Assistance in dealing with the topic of the role which the Spiritual Assistants have during the Pastoral Visitation and the Celebration of the Chapter, which we take from the Manual for the Assistants to the SFO and YouFra
. The reflections are based on the Rule and General Constitutions of the SFO. 

DURING THE PASTORAL VISITATION 
An essential component of the Pastoral Visitation carried out by the Assistants to the SFO is certainly that of the sense of fraternity: a meeting between “brothers and sisters”. It is necessary to animate the meetings in a climate of fraternity. But this is not “the whole” of the visitation. Though it is indispensable, the spirit of fraternity could develop into something of an exchange of self-gratification, which would not give a true service to the brothers and sisters. However, the visitation by the Assistants should not be reduced to an “official” and purely juridical visitation. 


It is not easy to find a precise demarcation line between the “pastoral” visitation of the Assistants and the “fraternal” visitation of the lay leaders. It is useful, however, at least to try to identify some general principles to be taken into account.

The visitation by the Assistants should have, above all, a promotional purpose. Setting out from the pre-supposition that the Assistant has a good knowledge of the common franciscan charism, he can contribute to a more profound understanding of it by taking “the lay difference” into account, in order to avoid making a simple “projection”. 


The visitation should also have some concrete points of reference. Under this aspect, in order for the visitation to be an evaluation, it is necessary to start out from some programme: a programme of formation, a programme of activities, a programme of meetings of Fraternities, etc. If there is no real programme on the local level, the Assistant should ask for one or set one up. There will be other meetings to evaluate it later. 

Naturally, an essential point of the evaluation is in regard to the “lay” aspect of the Secular Franciscans: that is, their autonomy from the First Orders and the quality of mission of the lay Franciscans. Unfortunately, the risk of “remaining closed”, referring only to the ad intra obligations (e.g. the meetings, mutual services, practices of piety, etc.) is not simply hypothetical. If it should be limited to this, the SFO would lose its significance; it would become old. 


The evaluation should also be with regard to the relationship between the times of contemplation and social commitment. The two moments should be closely related and defined in a Franciscan sense. There is a “Franciscan” contemplation, different to that of the Benedictines or Dominicans; there is a “Franciscan” spirit in fulfilling social activities, which is different to the Salesian spirit. It is not a question of seeking, at all costs, something particular; it is a question of fidelity to ones specific belonging; it is a question, especially, of contributing to the mission of the Church through the rich diversity of charisms.


Naturally, at the root of all the indications, there should emerge the need to give privilege to formation: the novelties are such and are so many as to postulate “a profound and continuous formation”. “Continuity and creativity” are to be constantly correlated in formation. 


The Rule of the SFO, speaking of pastoral and fraternal visitation, expresses itself in these terms: “To promote fidelity to the charism as well as observance of the rule and to receive greater support in the life of the fraternity, the minister or president, with the consent of the council, should take care to ask for a regular pastoral visit by the competent religious superiors as well as for a fraternal visit from those of the higher fraternities, according to the norm of the Constitutions” (art. 26). 



The General Constitutions, in art. 92, state: With the consent of the appropriate council, the request for the fraternal visit as well as for the pastoral visit is made:

a.
by the minister of the local and regional fraternity, at least every three years, to  the council of the immediately higher level and to the respective conference of spiritual assistants;

b.
by the national minister, at least every six years, to the Presidency of the International Council of the SFO and to the conference of general assistants;

c.
by the general minister, at least every six years, to the Conference of General Ministers.

For urgent and serious reasons or in case of failure on the part of the minister or the council to request it, the fraternal and pastoral visit may be carried out upon the initiative of the respectively competent council or conference of spiritual assistants”.

The General Constitutions, in addition, defines the purpose and method of the visitations: 

Art. 92.1 “The purpose of both the pastoral and fraternal visits is to revive the evangelical Franciscan spirit, to assure fidelity to the charism and to the Rule, to offer help to fraternity life, to reinforce the bond of the unity of the Order, and to promote its most effective insertion into the Franciscan family and the Church”.

Art. 93.1 “In the visits to the local fraternities and to the councils at the various levels, the visitor will verify the evangelical and apostolic vitality, the observance of the Rule and Constitutions, and the insertion of the fraternities into the Order and into the Church”.

Art. 93.2 “In the visits to the local fraternities and to the councils at the various levels, the visitor will in time communicate the object and the program of the visit to the interested council. He or she will examine the registers and the records, including those relative to the preceding visits, to the election of the council and to the administration of goods. The visitor will draw up a report of the visit carried out, appending it to the records in the appropriate register of the fraternity visited, and will inform the council of the level which has held the visit”.

A pastoral and/or fraternal visitation can be made to the entire Fraternity or to the Council of the Fraternity. The purpose of the visitation should be clearly defined and the Visitator should inform the Council of the objectives set out. 

The aims of the evaluation, common to both visitations, are that of: reviving the franciscan gospel spirit; assuring fidelity to the charism and Rule; offering help to fraternital life; strengthening the links of unity of the Fraternity; promoting insertion into the Franciscan Family and Church. The subjects of the common evaluation are: gospel and apostolic vitality, observance of the Rule and Constitutions; insertion of the SFO Fraternity into the Franciscan Family and the Church; the examination of the registers and acts, including those relating to the elections of the Council and to the administration of goods. 


Continuing with art. 93 of the General Constitutions: “In the visit to the local fraternity, the visitor will meet with the entire fraternity and with the groups and sections into which it is divided. He or she will give special attention to the brothers and sisters in formation and to those brothers and sisters who may request a personal meeting. Where required, he or she will proceed to the fraternal correction of the shortcomings eventually encountered”.

During the visitation of a local Fraternity it is useful to have two meetings with the Council: one at the beginning, to allow the Visitator to be informed about the Fraternity, and the other at the end to give recommendations to the Council and to plan the future together. In addition to the time dedicated to personal meetings, meetings should be scheduled with the Assistant, the entire Fraternity (and its various groups), with the candidates in the period of initiation and with those in formation, and with the Council of the You.Fra which forms part of the local SFO Fraternity. The possibility of a meeting with the Pastor, whether Franciscan or not, and with the Guardian when the Fraternity is the guest of a Franciscan house, should be considered. 


Following on the part common to both visitations, the General Constitutions of the SFO separately describe the Fraternal and the Pastoral Visitations. Regarding the pastoral visitation, art. 95.1 states: “The pastoral visit is a privileged moment of communion with the First Order and the TOR. It is carried out also in the name of the Church and serves to guarantee and promote the observance of the Rule and the Constitutions and fidelity to the Franciscan charism. The visit is carried out with respect to the organization and the law proper to the SFO itself”. 



According to art. 95, the pastoral Visitation is also an exercise of jurisdiction, that is, an expression of the altius moderamen which is spoken about in art. 85.2 and 86.1 of the SFO General Constitutions: “The spiritual and pastoral care of the SFO, entrusted by the Church to the Franciscan First Order and the TOR, is the duty above all of their general and provincial ministers. The altius moderamen, of which canon 303 speaks, belongs to them…”

 The altius moderamen looks to guaranteeing the fidelity of the SFO to the Franciscan charism, communion with the Church and unity with the Franciscan Family, “values which represent a vital commitment for the secular Franciscans” (art. 85.2).

“The general and provincial ministers exercise their office with respect to the SFO through: the establishment of fraternities; the pastoral visits; the spiritual assistance to the fraternities at the various levels. They may exercise this office personally or through a delegate” (art. 86.1). The regional and national Assistants are, precisely, the delegates of the Provincial Ministers.

With regard to jurisdiction, it can be read in can. 129 of the Codex of Canon Law that: 

“1. Those who are in sacred orders are, in accordance with the provisions of law, capable of the power or governance, which belongs to the Church by divine institution. This power is also called the power of jurisdiction. 

2. Lay members of Christ’s faithful can cooperate in the exercise of this same power in accordance with the law”.

The delegate referred to in art. 86.1 of the SFO General Constitutions, must have “sacred orders” in order to be able to exercise the power of jurisdiction during pastoral visitation. Therefore, a Spiritual Assistant who is not a priest is only allowed to carry out a fraternal visitation of a SFO Fraternity. 

 In carrying out a pastoral visitation in the name of the Church, the Visitator should guarantee and promote the observance of the Rule and Constitutions and fidelity to the Franciscan charism. With regard to the specific duties of the Assistant during the pastoral visitation, art. 95 of the SFO General Constitutions state: 

2. “Having verified the canonical establishment of the fraternity, the visitor will give attention to the relations between the fraternity and its spiritual assistant and the local Church. The visitor will meet the pastors (bishop or parish priest) when this is opportune for fostering communion and service for building up the Church.

3. The visitor will promote collaboration and a sense of co-responsibility among the secular leaders and the religious assistants.  The visitor is to examine the quality of the spiritual assistance given to the visited fraternity, encourage the spiritual assistants in their service and promote their continuing spiritual and pastoral formation.

4. The visitor will give special attention to programmes, methods and experiences of formation, to the liturgical and prayer life, and to the apostolic activities of the fraternity

This means that the pastoral Visitator must:

· verify the canonical erection of the Fraternity; if this has not been done, he will suggest the method to be followed;

· give particular importance to the programmes, methods and experience of formation; to the liturgical and prayer life; to the apostolic activities of the Fraternity;

· be interested in the relationships between the Fraternity and the Spiritual Assistant, in meeting the Pastors in order to promote communion and to build up the Church on the parochial and diocesan levels;

· promote collaboration and corresponsibility between the lay and religious authorities by evaluating the quality of assistance by the Friars, encouraging the local Assistant in his service, and promoting ongoing spiritual and pastoral formation of the Assistant. 

In the meetings scheduled during the visitation, the pastoral Visitator should give everyone the possibility to dialogue in an exchange of questions and answers, in sharing the faith, hope and charity with all. Because of the role carried out by the pastoral Visitator, it is essential that he should pray with the Fraternity through the Liturgy of the Hours and the Eucharist, or in some other way (e.g. spontaneous prayer, the Way of the Cross, the Rosary) and that he should proclaim the Word of God through well-prepared homilies and, at the same time, draw attention to the Rule, the Ritual and the General Constitutions. 

The link between the Pastoral and the Fraternal Visitations

Art. 93.4 of the General Constitutions of the SFO says: “If it is useful for the service of the fraternity, the two visitors, secular and religious, may make the visit at the same time, agreeing beforehand on the program, in a way most consonant with the mission of each of them”.
There are some advantages in making the two visits, pastoral and fraternal, together: in this way it is possible to compare personal impressions, to discuss the methods to be adopted and, perhaps, to avoid making false judgments. When they are together, the two Visitators have a greater possibility for listening and evaluating. If the pastoral Visitator is alone he has fewer opportunities for dialogue with the lay authorities.  Initiatives which imply greater responsibility can be undertaken if the two Visitators are present.

However, the joint visitation can create difficulties in understanding the importance of the two things. At times, indeed, it can happen that the participants give more importance to one Visitator than to the other. Little attention is paid to the lay Visitator in some cultures (especially if it is a woman!) when there is also a priest Visitator. And even when both Visitators are men, it can happen that the lay man will find it hard to place himself on equal terms with the priest. 

It is essential to avoid those situations in which one puts the other in the shade. The Visitators themselves should be always attentive to maintaining the balance between the duties of equal importance and make sure that each one has the possibility to present him/herself and to carry out his/her duties. Each of the two Visitators is important and carries out a specific task. To ignore the importance of one or other of the Visitations, whether fraternal or pastoral, would give a bad impression to the Fraternity and to the Assistant.

A single report may be drawn up for both Visitations. However, each Visitator is free to express him/herself in a separate report. In fact, the visits have different purposes and there are things which are said by one or other of the Visitators. There is always the freedom to make separate Visitations when this is requested or useful.

IN ELECTIVE CHAPTERS 
The Rule of the SFO says little about elections. In art. 21 it says: “On 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”.


The General Constitutions of the SFO, in art. 76, say:

“2. The elective assembly, or chapter, will be presided over by the minister of the immediately higher level, or by his or her delegate, who confirms the election... The spiritual assistant of the immediately higher level or his delegate is to be present as a witness of the communion with the First Order and the TOR...

3. The president of the chapter and the assistant of the higher level do not have the right to vote”.

The Assistant (or Assistants) of the Fraternity which celebrates the elective Chapter does not have an active voice, as is laid down by the Statutes for Assistance in art. 12.3: “The Spiritual Assistant… does not enjoy the right to vote in questions of finance or in elections on the different levels”. 

It is necessary to keep in mind that:

· in the local Fraternity such a right only pertains to the professed members of the same
,

· on the other levels, “the secular members of the outgoing council”
 have an active voice.

The Assistant of the immediate higher level does not function as President of the elective Chapter. He is present as a witness to the communion which should exist between the lay authorities and the Friars and between the Fraternity and the First Order and TOR. 

He, on the occasion of the Chapter, should carry out his specific duty, which is that of spiritual and apostolic animator, and formator of the lay authorities, by promoting the interest of the Chapter in the pastoral problems and plans of the Church. 

In order to present himself as a witness to communion, the Assistant should live it in his attitude, words and deeds. It is necessary that he be convinced that the Franciscan vocation and charism, lived by both religious and laity, demonstrates the vitality of the Franciscan Family. His service as witness to communion is of great help, but he must not substitute for the President of the Chapter to whom pertain the guidance, coordination and animation of the Chapter itself.  

The link between the Visitation and the Elective Chapter

Experience has shown the need for linking the two things: the Visitations and the Elective Chapter. This link can be made in two ways:

1. The visitations can be made immediately before the elective Chapter. In this way, the Fraternal Visitator will assume the role of President of the Elective Chapter and the Pastoral Visitator that of the Assistant of the higher level (or his delegate). This solution responds to practical reasons (e.g. to reduce costs and to avoid duplicating  journeys, the lack of time available), but it takes away the influence of the visitation as the attention of the outgoing Council and of the Secular Franciscans convoked is then polarised around the following elective phase.

2. The Visitations can be made at least three months before the Chapter. This solution is much more efficacious because the Fraternity has the opportunity to reflect on itself and on the role of the Council. Besides, there is the possibility to prepare the Chapter well by involving not only the governing Council but all those with the right to vote. In the case of foreseeing the absence of some Chapter Members (e.g. the old, the sick or impeded for various reasons) it is possible to consult them in order to have some indication for names of others to be proposed as replacements. 

The entire Fraternity concerned should be involved in a programme of prayer asking for discernment through the Holy Spirit and total adhesion to Its suggestions. 

MEETINGS, CHAPTERS, VISITS

●    Spain - Elective National Chapter
The SFO National Elective Chapter of Spain was held in Madrid on the 6th and 7th of May. The members of the National Council were present, among whom were the Ministers of the 17 Regions, another Councilor for each Regional Fraternity; the members of the past executive committee; the following National and Regional Spiritual Assistants: Fr. Conrad Gil de Gómez, TOR, Fr. Antolín Moya, OFM Conv., Fr. Agustín Louro, OFM, and Fr. Inocencio, OFM Cap.; the delegate of the General Minister, Maria Consuelo Núňez, SFO, who presided at the Chapter; and Fr. Martín Bitzer, OFM Conv., General Spiritual Assistant and Delegate of CAS.

Encarnación Pozo, SFO, General Minister, and Fr. Valentín Redondo, OFM Conv., Provincial Minister, sent fraternal greetings to the Chapter members. Xavi Ramos served as Secretary of the Chapter. José Luis Lopetegui was elected National Minister of the SFO in Spain.

•  Austria - Visit and National Chapter
The pastoral and fraternal visit to the SFO in Austria took place from the 8th to the 11th of June 2006, carried out by Tibor Kauser and Fr. Irudaya Samy OFM Cap., They met with the national Council and discussed various problems, and congratulated the Council on the good work they have done. The Visitators reviewed the paperwork and offered suggestions on some important practical points.

The SFO National Chapter was held on the 10th and 11th of June in Saint Clare Retreat House in Vocklabruck. Tibor Kauser presided at the Chapter, and Fr. Irudaya Samy, OFM Cap., was also present. Thirty-eight brothers and sisters were present. Christine Wusche was reelected National Minister. At the request of the new national Council, the Chapter members gave suggestions regarding the essential themes to be developed over the next three years.

The following were also present at the Chapter: Fr. Erhard Mayerl, OFM Cap., National Spiritual Assistant, and Fr. Wolfgang Frühwirth, OFM, National Spiritual Assistant; they participated actively at the Chapter. After the election, Tibor and Fr. Irudaya Samy met with the new National Council and highlighted the important issues that need to be dealt with over the next three years. They also encouraged the Council to move forward the work already undertaken, developing the suggestions received.

•  Germany - Legislative and Elective National Chapter
Secular Franciscans from the six Regions met in Wűrzburg at the Himmelspforten Retreat House from June 16th to 18th. They celebrated consecutive Chapters: the first was legislative, to finish the revision of the SFO National Statutes for Germany (Franziskanische Gemainschaft = FG), and the second was the National elective Chapter.

Thanks to the work done before the Chapter -during which the members read and studied the text that they were to vote on - and to the excellent facilitation during the meeting two complementary documents were approved: the National Statutes, and the Norms which regulate the juridical and administrative activities of the FG in relation to the German state. Michaela Lutter, SFO, outgoing National Minister, presided at this legislative session. There was a significant presence of Spiritual Assistants, beginning with Fr. Georg Scholles, OFM, National Spiritual Assistant, along with Regional Spiritual Assistants: Fr. Siegert Mayer, OFM Cap. (Bayern); Fr. Johannes Thumm, OFM (Bayern); Fr. Silvestre Nichel, OFM (Rottenburg-Stuttgart); Fr. Hermann-Joseph Schlepűtz, OFM (Mitte); and Karl Löster, OFM Cap. (Freiburg). The delegate of the General Minister, Wilhelmina Visser-Pelsma, SFO, presided at the Chapter of Elections. Fr. Martín Bitzer, OFM Conv., General Spiritual Assistant, was present in the name of CAS.  Michaela Lutter was re-elected National Minister of the SFO in Germany.

•  Czech Republic - Elective National Chapter
The National elective Chapter was held at Svaty Hostyn from June 16th to 18th 2006. Benedetto Lino, SFO,  presided, with the participation of Fr. Irudaya Samy, OFM Cap., General Spiritual Assistant. There were 76 SFO brothers and sisters present. Vaclav Nemec was elected National Minister. The new National Council discussed with Chapter delegates potential important issues for the next three years of their service. All the members participated, offering their opinions and suggestions.

•  Sicily, Italy - First Regional Chapter of Mats
On Sunday, June 25th, on a hot but very festive day, the secular Franciscans of Sicily celebrated their First Regional Chapter of Mats in the town stadium of Caltanisssetta. One year ago the Sicilian SFO celebrated its first unified regional Chapter. About 1500 people participated, among them the Local and Regional Spiritual Assistants of the First Order (OFM, OFM Conv., OFM Cap.) and of the TOR. The program included a welcoming Liturgy. The participants were welcomed with words from Pietro Vivona, SFO, Regional Minister; Dr. Salvatore Messana, Mayor of Caltanissetta; Fr. Salvino Pulizzotto, OFM Conv., President in turn of the Conference of Regional Spiritual Assistants; a sister who spoke in the name of the Poor Clares of Sicily; and Rosa Galimberti, SFO, National Minister of Italy. Benedetto Lino, SFO, Councilor of the Presidency of CIOFS, presented a talk: “United, that they might have in themselves the fullness of my joy;” it was enriched from the ecclesiological point of view by the presentation of Rosa Galimberti.

After a brown-bag lunch, the celebration continued with a poetic/Franciscan moment conducted by Giorgio Villa, an actor and producer. It included a concert of Gospel songs presented by “The Good News Voices”. Fr. Martín Pablo Bitzer, OFM Conv., General Spiritual Assistant, presided at the Eucharist, and concelebrants included the OFM and OFM Cap. Ministers Provincial. With this magnificent celebration, the SFO of Sicily joined the ten Regions of Italy that already enjoy the gift of unity, and have provided a wonderful example to the other Regions which have not yet held their unified Chapters of Election.

•  Brazil - Visit and SFO National Chapter
Maria Consuela Nuňez, SFO, Councilor of the Presidency of CIOFS, and Fr. Ivan Matić, OFM, General Spiritual Assistant, made a Fraternal and Pastoral visit to the SFO National Council of Brazil: on the 19th of July 2006 in the city of Rio de Janeiro, and on the 20th in the city of Blumenau. The Visitators met with the National Minister José Carlos de Andrade and some members of the National Council at the National Secretariat. The SFO Vice General Minister, Rosalvo Mota, SFO, was also present for the visit.

On the 21st of July, in morning session, the Visitators also met with about 20 Regional and National Spiritual Assistants who were present at the Chapter; they shared their experience of service as Spiritual Assistants and raised some questions about the concrete situations of the SFO and YouFra Fraternities. Fr. Ireneu Gassen, OFM Minister Provincial of Porto Alegre and President of the Conference of OFM Provincials in Brazil, was also present at the meeting; Bishop Angélico Sândalo Bernardino of Blumenau gave a brief greeting.

The National Chapter began on the afternoon of the same day. About 70 people were present representing the 16 Regional Fraternities, along with their respective Spiritual Assistants. The Chapter ended on Sunday the 23rd with a concelebrated Eucharist; Fr. Ireneu Gassen, OFM, presided, and the newly elected members of the National Council were confirmed during the Mass. José Carlos de Andrade was re-elected SFO National Minister.

•  Brasil - First International Meeting of YouFra in South America
The First International Meeting of YouFra in South America was held in the city of Mogi Miri, São Paulo, from July 27 to 30, 2006. The meeting was organized by the Presidency of CIOFS, with the collaboration of YouFra of Brazil, which celebrated its 35th anniversary. Ana Claudia Oliveira Santos, a Brazilian and an International Councilor for YouFra, coordinated the meeting. The theme of the meeting was: Franciscan Youth and its Mission. About 200 young people participated. They were from Brazil, and also from Bolivia, Peru and  Paraguay. Rosalvo Mota, SFO, Vice General Minister, Maria Aparecida Crepaldi, SFO, Portuguese-speaking Councilor, and Fr. Ivan Matić, OFM, General Spiritual Assistant, were present in the name of the presidency of CIOFS.

•  Italy - IV European Congress of Franciscan Youth
The IV European Congress of Franciscan Youth was held from August 25 to 29, 2006, at Capodacqua d’Assisi at TAU House, the SFO/GiFra National Center in Italy. There were about 100 participants present from 10 European countries: Portugal, Spain, France, Italy, Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia/Herzogovina, Albania, Poland and Lithuania. Xavi Ramos, SFO, Councilor of the Presidency for YouFra, Benedetto Lino, SFO, Counselor of the Presidency and Delegate of the General Minister participated at the Congress in the name of CIOFS Presidency. Fr. Ivan Matić, OFM, General Spiritual Assistant, was present in the name of the Conference of General Spiritual Assistants. The theme of the Congress was: “Francis, from dream to sign.”

For the Franciscan youth of Europe, the IV Congress was an important and fascinating experience. This was especially true since it was held in Assisi where the young Francis, while searching for his true identity, had a dream which signaled the end of his ephemeral undertaking the beginning of an extraordinary human and spiritual adventure. Among other things, the Congress sought to highlight the important phases of the conversion and life of Francis of Assisi. Following his personal path, he was born to new life, moving from dream to sign, from interior conversion to becoming a witness to the love of Christ in the world.

The Congress was developed on the model of a pilgrimage. It combined spiritual/formative growth with visits to the typically Franciscan sites. On the 26th of August, there were visits for San Damiano and to Santa Maria degli Angeli, and reflection on the “the Youth of Francis and the Dream at Spoleto”; on the 27th, there was a visit to the city of Assisi, and reflection on “go and repair my house”; on the 28th there was a visit to the sanctuary of La Verna and reflection on “the Stigmata”.

� Manual for the Assistants to the SFO and You.Fra, Conference of the Assistants General, Rome 2006, pp. 207 - 217. 


� Cf. Const., 77.1. 


� Cf. Ibidem, 77.2.  
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