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My dear brother priests, 

my dear lay brothers of the Franciscan Order of Friars Minor. 

This Eucharistic celebration takes place on the day that the Minister General of the Order will be chosen, according to the will of St. Francis. He will be called to be the servant of his confreres in the service of guiding the Order, and the friars are invited to look to him as the Vicar of Christ. It is a role that is certainly important, absolutely opposed to any desire for power and to any search for personal advantage, which contrasts with the spirituality that the Poverello left to his sons as distinctive of their vocation and of their particular role in the Body of Christ that is the Holy Church.

The Collect of the second form of the votive Mass of the Holy Spirit that we are celebrating has us pray: 

“God, our Father, no secret is hidden from you, for every heart is open to you and every wish is known. Fill our hearts with the light of the Holy Spirit to free our thoughts from sin, that we may perfectly love you and fittingly praise you.”
Yes, only the Lord knows fully the innermost heart of each one of us. Only He knows our weaknesses, our sins, our infidelities. Not even we ourselves have a full awareness of our interior poverty and this explains why we can nourish feelings of pride, self-sufficiency, vanity and even why we can deceive ourselves, having a flattering opinion of ourselves that is far from reality. If we had a clear knowledge of our shadows and spiritual wrinkles, then it would be very easy to be truly humble and the prayer of the publican would flower spontaneously from our heart: “O Lord, have pity on me, because I am a sinner” (Luk. 18:13).
Being aware of our spiritual poverty, an awareness that is already a gift of the Holy Spirit, we can ask the Father of heaven to instil his Spirit in us with greater abundance so that He may realise His purifying work in us. He knows everything in us that is not consistent with the Gospel, and therefore He knows how and where we need purifying. When we speak of the need for purification we cannot forget the beatitude that Jesus proclaimed of those who are “pure of heart, for they shall see God” (Mat. 5:8).
Purity of heart signifies transparency, love of truth, of the light and of the glory of God. Purity of heart is the quality of the new man who has renounced deceit and has by the grace of God taken Jesus Christ and His Gospel as the only right and valid point by which to discern what is “good, pleasing to God and perfect” (Rom. 12:2). And we do not need only to be purified from external and visible attitudes, but also from that which cannot be seen but is the root of censurable external behaviour (cf. Mat. 5:27, 15:18-20).
Then, under the influence of the Spirit, who is a purifying fire, we may love God with the totality of our being without there being obstacles coming from attachment to ourselves or to creatures, and thus it becomes possible to love the Lord our God above all things, and to love creatures through the love of God, as He loves them, and as Saint Francis teaches in his Canticle of the Creatures.
The Collect ends by projecting worthy celebration of the Lord’s praises as a fruit of the purification of the heart. You know to what extent the praise of God was a constant attitude of Saint Francis, and it seems to me that this ever so fine aspect of his spirituality can be explained as something normal in a purified soul. I also see the love of the Saint for poverty as a detachment from all that could have made his heart deviate from the highest precept of love. For this reason it seems to me that for the sons of Saint Francis reciting the Liturgy of the Hours has a meaning deeply anchored in the seraphic spirit.
After these considerations on today’s Collect, I beg you to allow me some thoughts on the subject of unity, so central in the Gospel that we have heard. 

The model that Jesus puts before us as the source of unity is that of the Holy Trinity: the Lord Jesus could not propose a higher model for the unity of his disciples in the bosom of the Church. For the members of the Church, guarding and reinforcing unity are values that cannot be neglected both because unity is the essential characteristic of the Body of Christ, and because unity is the condition for the world to believe that the Father has sent His Son for the salvation of men (cf. Joh. 17:21, 23). What is valid for the Church as a whole, is valid also for the communities that exist within the Church, and therefore particularly valid for Franciscan communities, which Father Francis wanted to be imbued with the spirit of fraternity and of charity.
Let us remember the famous words of the book of Acts, where St. Luke paints the unity of the nascent Church: “These remained faithful to the teaching of the apostles, to the brotherhood, to the breaking of bread and to the prayers. And everyone was filled with awe; the apostles worked many signs and miracles. And all who shared the faith owned everything in common; they sold their goods and possessions and distributed the proceeds among themselves according to what each one needed. Each day, with one heart, they regularly went to the Temple but met in their houses for the breaking of bread; they shared their goods gladly and generously; they praised God and were looked up to by everyone.” (Acts 2:42-47; cf. 4:32-35) Who, reading this excerpt from the Acts, would not obviously think of the model of life that Saint Francis both proposed and lived?
The unity of the Franciscan family has as its foundation the firm communion of faith in the Catholic Church and adherence without reserve to the teaching of the Magisterium and above all that of the Roman Pontiffs.
It is not necessary to recall, because you are well aware of it, how admirably Saint Francis obeyed the legitimate authority of the Church, and with how much love and reverence he turned to the “Lord Pope”, Vicar of Christ on earth and visible guarantee of the unity of His Body through history. 

Your unity draws its breath from humble fraternity, in which each one considers himself a servant of the others and does not presume to assert himself above his brothers. 

Franciscan unity is not the result of calculations or compromises, but rather of awareness of the fact that all those who eat the same Eucharistic bread are part of the Body of Christ through the force and the virtue of His life, communicated to them through the Sacrament (cf. Joh. 6:51-57; 1Cor. 10:17). 

Unity is reinforced by prayer, because he who prays does so to know the will of the Lord and to have the strength to bend his own will to the holy will of God. The Paternoster is a prayer of unity because it underlines the common and essential interests of all the disciples of Christ.  

Poverty, so loved by Francis, also has an aspect that concerns unity: seeing the needs of the other as one’s own. 

Finally, your unity should be lived in joy and simplicity of heart, just as Francis was happy, humble and simple. 

The guardianship of unity does not prevent there being clear diversity among the friars. Legitimate differences need to be harmonised through hard work and suffering, and must be kept within the Franciscan Rule and the Constitutions of the Order. The history of Franciscanism furnishes examples of zealous guardianship of unity, above all through loyal and spiritual obedience to one’s legitimate Superiors, whose authority should be venerated with a supernatural sense and not through human calculation. True obedience is the guarantee of spiritual fruitfulness. But Superiors for their part should be aware of not having the charism of infallibility and of being capable of mistakes and should listen to the advice of their regular advisors. They should also listen to the worries and reflections of the friars, above all when they concern their spiritual good and faithfulness to the spirit of the Seraphic Father, but not neglecting their material needs within the limits of poverty.
Dear brothers,

I offer this Holy Mass for all of you, and especially for the friars who are Chapter Members. I ask the Father of heaven to bless you. I ask His Son Jesus Christ to grant you the grace to follow faithfully the Rule of Saint Francis; and I beg from the Holy Spirit the gift of purification of our hearts and those of all the disciples of Christ. So that our love for God and for men be full, our humility sincere, and our pilgrimage in this world take place in the joy of knowing that the Lord loved us first (1Joh. 4:10) and in the simplicity of those who do not desire anything other than the glory of the triune God. 

+ Jorge Arturo Cardinal Medina Estévez


