Evangelization: The franciscan vocation is missionary

The evangelical call, for every Christian, from its very beginning, is a missionary vocation. To go, to be with Him, to be sent: these are a single reality (cf. Mk 3:1); they may be elements that are distinct in time, but all are already implicit and contained in the invitation to follow Him. The call is one: to think of the missionary dimension as the last stage of a long journey is not correct; it is rather the perspective within which to look right from the beginning. We are not formed “as shut-ins” to then go “out into the open;” as a Biblical scholar puts it, “To call, in the evangelical sense, is also to participate actively in mission” (B. Maggione).

“Whoever has encountered Christ, cannot keep Him for himself, but must proclaim Him” (NMI 40). Therefore, the missionary dimension, going through the world, is a question of living faith, and is “the precise indicator of our faith in Christ and in His love for us” (RM 11).

Furthermore, evangelization responds to the logic of the Kingdom, more than to the needs of its recipients or any other necessity (cf. Mt 10:1-5, where call and mission are identified). And the Kingdom cannot be classified and delimited according to nearby or distant recipients (it is not particularly de-Christianization that sends us into mission), according to the times (first those nearby and then those far away), according to places (first in the churches and then in the homes or along the roads), according to the necessities “at home” or those of other peoples. The proclamation, the going forth is the basic and permanent dimension of evangelization; it is the logic of the Kingdom; it is the paradigm of every form of mission. The first proclamation, the second evangelization and ordinary pastoral work (cf. RM 33) respond to the single act of sending and constitute the same mission: they are three modes or dimensions tightly bound together in time and space, just as there was a single mission of Jesus in the synagogues, in the homes, along the roads, with the just and with sinners. Wherever and whenever, we are being sent to proclaim, exhort, renew, strengthen the faith, to make new disciples of the Gospel and strengthen the disciples who are already following Jesus.

For Francis, evangelization is the expression of the encounter with Christ (1Cel 22). For him, vocation and mission coincide (LM 4:2), whether in the early years or after the “contemplative” crisis or at the end of his life.

Evangelize in Fraternity

 “Go, dearest brothers, two by two through the various parts of the world, proclaiming peace to the people and penance in remission of sins” (1Cel 29). Francis never sends one brother alone through the world. Fraternity and communion are the point of departure and the heart of Franciscan mission.

Fraternity has a theocentric identity and a prophetic and missionary dimension, because:

-- in its origin it refers to the paternity of God,

-- in its daily construction it is carried out in detachment from self and in following as the unique point of reference;

-- in its prophetic vision it expresses the Kingdom already at work in our midst,

-- in its missionary dimension, the Lord sends into “His vineyard” as witnesses of reconciliation among ourselves and with the Father for the building of His Kingdom.

The Fraternity-in-mission is free and freeing: it is sent to the whole world with heart fixed on God. Structures themselves become signs and pathways for an agile movement lifting the human person toward God. The dynamic and constructive tension between values and structures will accompany our existence, personal and communal, in this earthly pilgrimage until the day of our death: values do not exist without structures, and structures should not exist without reference to values lived in everyday life.

Dialogue, encounter and reciprocity

When Francis meets with the Sultan Malek-el-Kamil at Damietta, in June, 1229, he has an unforeseen and illuminating experience (cf. Jacques de Vitry, Letter IV; 1Cel 57; LM 9:7-9). Francis introduces himself as the one sent “by God the Most High,” declares that he is “Christian,” and proclaims his faith, without declaring a Crusade. Progressively he discovers in the Sultan a “mystic,” and a brother in the “faith” in the one God; and the Sultan in his turn discovers in Francis a “courteous man” and a believer. At Damietta there occurs the miracle of the encounter between two persons who are very different, an encounter that happens “on the border of the other,” in respect for diversity, in courteous dialogue, in gratuitous love. Francis experienced and discovered a new way of doing mission, whose echo and spirit we have in Chapter 16 of the Regula non bullata of 1221.

At Damietta, Francis had the experience of reciprocity. He accepted what he had seen that was positive in the Sultan and returned to Assisi with a profound respect for the Saracens whom he had met as believers. He shows us another marvelous and timely aspect of evangelization: mission is listening and communication; it is living with others; it is choosing to open our eyes to the reality of the other; it is believing that the Kingdom of God is already around us, at a deep level, in every person, including the non-Christian (cf. 1Cel 82); it is giving and receiving at the same time.

In the area of dialogue Franciscanism has its own word to speak, but above all an example and a witness to offer. In fact, the figure, the experience and the proposal of Francis are a message whose validity is welcomed and recognized by those who belong to many different confessions and religions. Francis is a man of universal dialogue because of his radical evangelical experience, his love for the Word of God which worked an ongoing conversion in him: all of this made of him a new man who found once again the balance of relationships with God, with other people, and with creation, to which everyone can refer with hope. For this reason the Franciscan is, by vocation, a man of dialogue.

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

The service of authority: bearing witness to the gospel of fraternity
“I entrust myself wholeheartedly to the this Fraternity”

Professing the Rule and life of the Friars Minor, which for Francis was equivalent to “being received to obedience” (Rb 2:11), the Friar delivers himself totally to God, offering Him all his existence in a covenant with Him (cf. GG.CC. 5:1). This consecration, which is carried out concretely by means of the vows, is a dynamic process that is always expressed in new ways in the ordinary situations of life. Profession is a pact that demands discovering and carrying out the will of the Father: “Renouncing themselves, [the Friars] subject their own will to the legitimate Ministers and Guardians in all things that they promised the Lord to observe (Rb 10:3), and thus to reach their own personal maturity and achieve in greater fullness the freedom of the children of God” (GG.CC. 7:1).

From this covenant with God there also derives the commitment to live fraternal relationships in trust. In a single, existential act profession makes the whole life of the Friar Minor a total and definitive offering to the Lord and to the brothers. This is the correct perspective that at the same time illuminates the service of authority and the promise of obedience of the brother. We enter a religious community to follow Jesus “together,” as persons who live the same evangelical and charismatic project in fraternal communion. We must leave behind the category of superior-subject, dependence-independence, in order to move toward the dimension of mutuality, interdependence and co-responsibility, that creates and strengthens true communion. This means recovering the evangelical concept of authority and obedience. Jesus, who exercises his “power,” does not impose and does not submit, but liberates and makes alive. Authority lives in the Fraternity; it is for the Fraternity, and animates the Fraternity, starting from values, and in view of fulfilling the common evangelical project of life.


It is in the direction of this type of authority/obedience that our Order must grow, so that the exercise of authority may guarantee and support our Fraternities-in-mission.


Authority and obedience, after all, mean placing ourselves responsibly at the service of a cause, of values in view of the Kingdom; to say “yes” to what we are called to be according to God’s plan for each of us; to give ourselves to God by means of human mediations that are chosen and accepted freely and constructively (cf. Adm 3). The forma vitae remains the horizon toward which all must look and against which all must measure themselves, Ministers and simple Friars.

Forming for the service of authority
To form for the service of authority, it is necessary to return to the theological spiritual and Franciscan roots of ministry, and then to derive from them the practical forms of exercising it.

The “theocentric” dimension of authority: protector of the evangelical project of life

Every ministry, including that of authority, is a gift that comes from God and belongs to Him. People are called by the Spirit to this ministry-service. It is a diaconia-service linked first to divine action and then to our abilities.

For Francis, the prime “authority” is the Holy Spirit himself, who is the true Minister General of the Order and all are bound to obey Him (cf. 2Cel 193). The Ministers are elected to help the Friars carry out their vocation. They represent one important mediation, even if not the only one, between the principal actor who is the Spirit and the evangelical project. For this reason it is essential that the Minister subordinate his own plans to the discernment of the will of God, to the Holy Spirit who can call a Friar even to go among the Saracens (cf. Rnb 16). Authority is at the service of God and of the brothers.

The ultimate task of authority, then, is to prepare and leave space for the force of the Spirit who must rush in upon the brothers. To talk, to influence, to move, to convince, to make things work in a certain way: this is not primary for authority, but preparatory and in function of the coming of the Spirit; and all of this comes from God who calls people to this service.

Maintaining this theocentric (not anthropocentric) horizon of the ministry is of capital importance. This vision is liberating (not depending on parties or groups …), detached (we are not the “owners” of a Province); not protagonistic (the results come from the Spirit with our collaboration). Authority is a service of liberation: it helps the brothers to be liberated from every bond of egocentrism to express fully all their possibilities of gift and service.

The charity of obedience

From what we have said it is easy to understand that the service of authority can never be severed from the “charity” of obedience; this is why Francis himself in the Rule does not want to separate them (cf. Rb 10): Ministers and subjects, expropriated of their own will, follow Christ, obedient to the Father even to death and “help each other to make true fraternity grow …” (GG.CC. 45:3 - 46).

In the Third Admonition Francis goes even further. He first asks with charity that the brother not only obey the orders of the Minister, but to place himself in his hands: this is true obedience. Then he requests further a charitable obedience, founded on the gratuitous love of God for us, that goes beyond those things that are possibly better and more useful that the subject sees and could choose. Finally, he leaves us at the foot of the Cross: he asks for perfect obedience. The subject cannot obey when the order is against his soul or the Rule; in this way, he could face persecution, but he does not separate himself from his brothers, as Jesus on the Cross did not separate himself from His own. This is the highest spirit of poverty that Francis has left us.

When we are tempted to judge the Ministers with too much justice and severity, let us stop for a moment and consider the obedience that Francis asks of every brother and Minister.

Authority in the service of animation

The Minister and the Guardians are animators: they are the ones who help to motivate, to enliven, to organize the vocation and the mission of the individual Friar and of the Fraternities. Animation concerns the whole person: the intelligence to be enlightened; the heart to be warmed; the practical choices to encourage according to the evangelical project of life.

The mission of the Minister is essentially personal, for every brother, even before the administration of a Province. To animate the life of a brother implies accompanying him personally, helping him to be responsible, discerning together the will of God for him, receiving whoever has recourse to the Minister (cf. Rb 10; LettMin 9-12). This means not appropriating to oneself the ministry to the brothers (cf. Rnb 17:4; Adm 4 and 14); valuing their gifts, harmonizing them in the Fraternity and guiding them toward the evangelical project.

In the animation of authority some forms suggested by Francis himself are important:

-- listening: knowing how to listen to God as the absolute priority (Rnb XXII) in order to be able then to listen to the brothers; to live the act of listening as a free gift and a mission of service, and to create the conditions necessary for this listening;

-- visiting the brothers (cf. Rb X:2): this is an inheritance left to us by Francis and an occasion to thank the Lord for having given us brothers; the visit is a sign of human closeness and of evangelical co-responsibility; it strengthens the sense of belonging, helps the Friars to become aware of their own identity; it overcomes the sense of loneliness; and creates the conditions necessary for this listening;

-- exhort and encourage (cf. Rb 10:2): it is important to keep alive the motivations of our consecration, to provoke (pro-vocare) in order to strengthen our vocation;

-- exercise fraternal correction and submit to it (cf. Adm 22; Rnb 10:2 ff): this form of animation is the highest level of mercy; it is obedience to the commandment of love (cf. Mt 18:15), because “charity is a force that asks for correction” (St. Augustine);

-- witness: whoever exercises authority has the mission of witnessing and proclaiming with his own life the beauty of the Franciscan vocation, the possibility of journeying toward the goal that is the evangelical project of life;

-- pardon: the heart that is open to pardon does not contradict fraternal correction. Rather it invests authority with a characteristic that is indispensable for guiding the brothers: persevering in love despite the weakness of the other (cf. LettMin).

-- living this mission with passion: like the prophet, authority will have let itself be possessed by the service of those entrusted to it, by the mission which, in the Church, is “to serve the human person by revealing to him the love of God that is revealed in Christ Jesus” (RM 2).

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

Local and universal fraternity
Before beginning a general reflection, it would be good to consider attentively the life of the Province in its origins and in relationship to today’s expectations.

According to the sources, it was in the Chapter of 1217 (the first General Chapter of which we have clear traces) that the first “missionary” groups of Friars departed from the Portiuncula toward areas outside Italy, and that the young Order was first divided into Provinces (6 in Italy, 5 outside). What was a Province? A group of Friars put together in the Chapter in view of a specific mission, defined by the Chapter itself, under the ministratio of a Friar, the Minister, named in the Chapter by the Minister General, that is, by Francis. A more organic development, basically, of that going two-by-two of the early days. In the Chapter the purpose of a mission was defined; Francis named a (provincial) Minister, to whom were assigned a group of Friars chosen in the same Chapter. This group, at the beginning, constituted a Province, not “fixed” in regard to membership, nor in regard to the ministratio, nor even in regard to territory: it was an itinerant and pilgrim entity. At the following Chapter that mission or Province could be changed both in the person of its Minister and in its membership. Once the group of Friars reached their destination, the Minister entrusted to each Friar his place of mission, visited him often, and exhorted him spiritually. A fine example of the formation of a Province in the Chronicle of Jordan of Giano, specifically regarding the Chapter of 1221.

This division of the Provinces, centered on persons rather than places, and open to world, is part of the novitas brought by Franciscanism: earlier, in fact, grouping was geographical and was done starting from existing monasteries or Domus. With the Minors, it will be the Province that becomes that basic Entity of the Fraternitas universalis aut Ordinis fratrum minorum. Until 1217 there existed the single Fraternitas universalis under the ministratio or praelatura of Francis. Starting in 1217 the Fraternity was divided into Provinces, under the ministratio of their respective provincial Ministers. always maintaining itinerancy in view of mission: not just within the Province itself, but also within the universal Fraternity. In the organization of the Order of Friars Minor these groups of persons go beyond the stabilitas loci of the monastic life: these are free persons, ready for any mission.

From this historical glimpse of the missionary enthusiasm of our beginnings, we can deduce:

-- the importance of the missionary character as the principal point of reference for the Fraternity, small or large;

-- the centrality of the General Chapter, which is at the origin of every Province;

-- the great mobility and flexibility that permitted readiness and speed in meeting new missionary and apostolic needs;

-- the indispensable collective responsibility of the Ministers (general and provincial) in the missionary animation of the universal Fraternity.

Today in the global context in which we live, with the urgent needs at the apostolic level and for the missions ad gentes, our structures run the risk of no longer being adequate. Our mentality and behavior, which are too “local,” too geographical, need to recover their original lightness, genuineness and freedom of movement. The Ministers, all together, must be open to the provocations and challenges of our world, without losing themselves elusively in what is local, avoiding urgent needs to which we risk responding too late. The Church invites us insistently to be “active” as in the past, but perhaps we find ourselves “heavy” in trying to move, to become available. What a dream it would be to see in action Friars Minor with the same sense of immediacy and generosity that appears in the earliest Chapters!

