Circular Letter no. 13

Rome, 29.11.1991

OUR ONGOING FORMATION

"Ongoing formation is a process of personal 

and community renewal and of harmonious 

adaptation of structures by which we 

continue to be rendered capable of living 

our vocation according to the gospel 

in the actual circumstances of the time. '' 

[Constitutions 41:1.]

To all Major Superiors, 

Directors of Ongoing formation 

and friars of the Order

Dear brothers,

May the Lord watch over you and bless you.

This past September (1-21) a conference for the ongoing formation directors of the Order's many jurisdictions was held at the International College. The participants, numbering about 100 altogether, also attended study sessions in Assisi and Camerino, where dwells the spirit of our origins. It is a spirit about which we want to learn more until it becomes an integral part of us.

Besides a study of ongoing formation, the Conference also committed itself to the creation of a handbook, A General Plan for Ongoing Formation of the Friars Minor Capuchin, which can be of great service to both superiors and ongoing formation directors in preparing programs that are adapted to the various lifestyles and activities of our friars.

Let us reflect on ongoing formation for a while.

I. Ongoing Formation

1. The general situation regarding ongoing formation in our life

Ongoing formation is presently one of the most urgent and acknowledged tasks in the conferences and jurisdictions of the Order. In fact, one can note a steadily increasing interest in it in certain regions. Nearly everywhere, however, friars are taking advantage of programs meant to promote new ways of thinking. Along with these there have been meetings, study days and various types of courses at the local level. This phenomenon leads us to thank the Lord, and it is a cause of satisfaction, appreciation and encouragement.

On the other hand, ongoing formation has not yet found its place in the hearts and minds of many of our brothers. Areas still exist that need to be reviewed and carefully studied. Many friars still hold erroneous attitudes. There is, for example, wide-spread disinterest or a sense that courses of updating and ongoing formation are futile. A dual fallacy still survives - that ongoing formation consists solely of educational updating and that it occurs only at exceptional times of life or only for those who want it. The beliefs that one has completed his formation after the period of initial formation and that reading a booklet once in a while is sufficient to complete one's formation are still strong. It is too easy to accept assignments, pastoral duties or other work that make it subsequently difficult to participate in ongoing formation programs. Worst of all, there is a growing tendency to govern one's life autonomously, thus alienating oneself more and more from one's fraternity and denying it the gifts received in education and formation. Here and there one hears excuses such as excessive work, advanced age, poor health, one's past formation, etc. used to justify the lack of participation in the right/obligation of ongoing formation, in which every single friar should be involved. [Const. 42:2.]

2. The place of directors

Aware of our responsibility, we cannot remain passive in the face of this situation or allow it to continue. We are obliged to intervene in order to challenge friars to personal responsibility and to seek valid and appropriate solutions. There is a dual reason for this: to respond to our vocation and to be more effective apostolically.["Introduction" of General Plan for Ongoing Formation of the Capuchin Friars Minor, Rome 1991.]

For the same reasons, the Church has on various occasions emphasized the nature, goal and importance of this formation.[Suffice it to recall the document Potissimum Institutioni (PI), that is, Directives on formation in religious institutes (CIVCSVA, 2 February 1990), and the Synod of Bishops held in October 1990.] The Pope reminded us of it during an audience granted to us near the end of the International Conference for directors of ongoing formation: "Continuing formation... is understood as the continuing process of the integral development of the individual friars and fraternities... in order to make the quality of your religious witness and apostolic activity more and more meaningful and effective. It concerns the rediscovery of the specific Capuchin-Franciscan charism. ..."[John Paul II, "Discourse to Capuchin Formators", Castelgandolfo, September 21, 1991, in Osservatore Romano, September 30, 1991, p. 4.] Our Constitutions and the document from the Fourth Plenary Council of the Order also offer clear directions in this regard.[Cf. Const. 41-44; PCO 4, 70-76.]

The celebration of the recently concluded International Conference, the convocation of so many friars of various nationalities who are responsible for ongoing formation in their region, the expositions of experts, the conclusions reached by study groups, the proposals that emerged during meetings and, above all, the General Plan accepted nearly unanimously by the Plenary Assembly, lead me to point out to all directors in the Order the main characteristics of ongoing formation as a way of supporting their programs.

3. The main characteristics of our ongoing formation

The continuing process of the integral development of the individual friars and fraternities and the fitting adaptation of structures to the specific requirements of the Capuchin-Franciscan charism, according to the signs of the times, are the principle characteristics of our ongoing formation.[Cf. John Paul II, "Discourse to Capuchin Formators," Castelgandolfo, September 21, 1991, op.cit.] I will briefly explain these.

a. Continual personal and communal interior renewal

Ongoing formation involves our person. We are all personally called to a continual interior renewal, to a perseverance in conversion, to a deepening knowledge of faith and to a daily faithfulness to our religious profession. This continual interior renewal makes us into people who are free, authentic, credible and messengers of hope and salvation to our brothers.

This personal commitment has its most immediate benefit in the fraternity, which becomes equally authentic and credible. A fraternity that lives in a climate supportive of ongoing formation reinforces the sensitivity of its friars to the contemporary world, to society and to the life of the Church. It is attentive and responsive to the values of the culture and of inculturation. It readily confronts any involutions or deviations from the Gospel. It assists in overcoming difficulties and problems, and is a valuable witness to the evangelical life. Therefore, in all our work we must grant particular importance to the spiritual dimension, a distinctive aspect of every consecrated life,[Cf. Directives on formation in religious institutes, no. 68.] "that has as its main goal the immersion of religious in the experience of God and assistance in its continual perfection in one's life."[Ibid., no. 35.] It brings about in a special way that which St. Francis meant when he said to his friars, "what they must desire above all else is the Spirit of the Lord and His holy operation."[Regula bullata X; cf. John Paul II, "Discorso ai Ministri Provinciali CISP.Cap.", March 1, 1984, Analecta Ordinis, 100 (1984), pp. 57-59 and General Chapter, July 12, 1988, Analecta Ordinis, 104 (1988), pp. 163-164.]

This renewal finds its roots in the Word of God, in adherence to the directives of the Church and in our spirituality.

b. The journey in the light of our identity

We are called today to live and promote our vocation and our particular charism. We must walk by the light of our Capuchin identity in these our times. We must grow and develop within our special boundaries. "Without abandoning the values of the past," the Pope stated in his discourse during the audience, "proceed in your singular mission in the world of today."[John Paul II, "Discourse to Capuchin Formators," op.cit.] Walking by the light of one's own identity requires serious study of the writings and biographies of our founder, the origins of our reform, the sources, Capuchin Franciscan spirituality, our Constitutions and the documents of the Plenary Councils, which are responses to extraordinary moments of reflection by the Order. It also requires an objective evaluation of our expectations and actions. It demands a clear vision of our place in the present historical context. In a word, it requires a continuing journey of formation.

Precisely in order to walk by the light of our identity, we recall the experience of our Seraphic Father: those things which the Lord asked of him at the beginning, middle and end of his journey were not always the same, and the Lord did not always reveal the deeper meaning of His request at first. He had to reflect, pray, ask for prayers, suffer interiorly, fraternally ask the prayerful help of sister Clare and brother Silvestro, speak with his sons, celebrate chapters and have frequent recourse to the Word of God and the authorities of the Church. It was a tiring journey with a wise reading of events.

c. Correct evaluation of the past

One cannot live in the past, or be full of regrets for it, especially when this past is seen in a subjective or distorted way. Instead we must live with the past, with the values of our past. "Without abandoning the values of the past," the Pope told us. We must live today with the strong initial intuition of our vocation and the richness that is typical .of a charism which is destined to grow and to be wisely adapted to the changing times. Our charism, as a vocation, is a dynamic force; it is not closed and completely defined in history. The charism which unites us in evangelical fraternity must develop and mature with the generous contribution of all and with the constant and sound ongoing formation of each individual. A healthy, harmoniously developing organism casts off some elements, transforms others and takes on new elements, which are assimilated and which maintain their identity. We and our fraternities must do the same if we are to live our charism in the present circumstances.

It is not possible to do everything; it is not possible to forever maintain the positions rightly taken in the past; it is not possible to conserve everything that the past has given us, but whose time is past. We must continue to make specific, careful decisions, which are consistent with our life, which are as much in harmony with our history as they are with our time and which are seriously made in view of the future.

Our role cannot be solely that of sustaining that which our fathers have accomplished. We must have the creative capacity of the disciple of the Kingdom of Heaven who knew how to produce "both the new and the old" (Mt 13:52).

We must accept and live our life and God's call with the same attitude.

d. Follow-up on the personal process of identification

By "process of identification" I refer to the formative experience or the gradual development that every individual must undergo in order to understand, assimilate and permanently interiorize values. It is a slow, progressive, continual task, which is at times obscure, made up of little things, sustained by the grace of God and guided by one's legitimate superiors and wise, expert spiritual directors.

This process requires an itinerary, a consciousness of reality and a willingness to cooperate with God's plan. This is true both of the individual friar and of the fraternity in which God has placed him. It is a process which involves the whole person in his various aspects: human, Christian, religious, intellectual, pastoral, professional, etc. It involves him in every moment of his existence and in every situation in which he is called to live: healthy or sick, young or old. The problem of discernment and of choice of fields, whether on a personal or communal level, is very important in this process of identification.

Clear knowledge of our identity and of the path toward identification are basic, essential elements of every human life. I do not hesitate to say that even now many of the crises experienced by our brothers, and the reason why many of them leave the Order, are due to a lack of one or both of these elements.

Many of us recall the sense of loss or suffering expressed by some of our friars (and not only ours) when the renewed Constitutions appeared: "But I did not profess these Constitutions...." It was, in a manner of speaking, the expression of an emigrant who returns to his country after years of absence and finds that it is no longer "his" country. He does not recognize it because he has not accompanied it in its journey. The same must be said of the above-mentioned friars: they walked along the margins of life and its evolution because of a lack of continuing formation. We do not wish to repeat this error in the future, although there is great risk of doing so given the speed at which the world is changing today.

e. The ability to review our choices and behaviors

In this context I want to make concrete reference to a problem that involves our pastoral commitments. It happens that many friars claim that they cannot give time to ongoing formation nor attend courses because of their pastoral commitments. The friar who uses his work for the Church as an excuse for not looking after his own formation is deceiving himself. He is not, in fact, being of service to the Church; on the contrary, he is harming it. He harms it because by immersing himself in work he deprives himself and finishes up knowing neither the problems of the people, nor the teaching and concern of today's Church, nor the call of God to perfection in charity. In the end he becomes a blind man who cannot lead others. The world is watching us. If it does not see in us, in our words and our life, the seal of Jesus Christ and the mark of men who are in touch with reality and with the times, it will not listen to or take notice of us; it just will not care. Personal vocations to the Church and to service of the people of God are dynamic realities; they grow, their expressions and needs change, but all these values should be lived in and animated by an evangelical vigilance. This means: a mentality of renewal, attention to the Spirit of Jesus, detachment from oneself, readiness to serve.

II - The urgent needs of ongoing formation

Today, important factors, whether inherent in individuals or external to them, call for ongoing formation. I wish to call to mind some of them.

1. The need for a solid cultural and theological formation

Our age, marked as it is by many changes in every sphere, by very different ideologies, by expressions of faith that are at times erroneous, by the appearance of new forms of religiosity and by the onslaught on sects, needs pastoral action and an enlightened and sure witness of life and faith. There is urgent need of solid, updated cultural and theological formation. It is not enough to promote and support the formation of friar specialists, rather we must personally commit ourselves to serious, updated study. This is true throughout our entire lives.

2. Awareness of the world's evolution and the Church's duty

We live in the Church and the Church is sent to all nations. It is faced with assorted peoples and social-cultural contexts. There are those who believe and those who no longer believe, those who have never known the Gospel, those who have distanced themselves, those that have become insensitive, those who are mired in wealth and have let themselves be lured away by secularism. The Church has before it every culture; it must announce the Gospel in every part of the world: Asia, Africa, America, Oceania, Europe. It watches with care and attention the multiplication of young churches, assists where there are problems of urbanization and the massive growth of cities, experiences with trepidation the life of poverty and misery of many populations, shares the problems of immigration and political oppression. The Church has no borders. "It has before it an enormous task that is definitely not on the road to extinction. In fact, both from a numerical point of view in which populations are growing and from a social-cultural point of view in which new relations and contacts have emerged and situations have become more varied, it seems destined to have even broader horizons. The task of announcing Jesus Christ to all people appears immense and disproportionate to the human abilities of the Church."[John Paul II, Encyclical Redemptoris Missio, Rome, December 7, 1990, no. 35.]

To this one can add the dialogue with brothers of other religions - a dialogue that "does not arise from tactics or interests, but is an activity that has its own motivations, needs and dignity: it is requested by the profound respect for everything that the Spirit, which blows where it will, has worked in humanity."[Ibid., no. 56.]

Our vocation is born in the Church, was accepted by the Church, lives in the Church, and must breathe and share the urgent concerns of the Church. It is our duty to know, delve into and help in every possible way the journey of the Church, our Mother.

3. Clarity regarding the task of our consecration

The task of our consecrated life, in its nature, its consequences and its development, must be the object of study and reflection. Our belonging to God continues to affect our lives in new ways. "When we give Him ourselves in a total and undivided way, we desire to follow Him, deciding to observe chastity, poverty and obedience in the spirit of evangelical counsels. We wish to be as similar to Christ as possible....'' [John Paul II, Letter to consecrated persons, Rome, May 22, 1988.]

This is the path that Mary Most Holy, model of every consecrated person, followed — from her "yes" to the incarnation of God to faith in her Son's resurrection and the subsequent journey of the Church. It is also the story of Francis of Assisi — from the dream of Spoleto to his final commendation, spoken for us as well: may Jesus Christ teach us to do our part.[Cf. 2 Cel 214 and Legenda Maior XIV:3.]

4. Awareness and careful evaluation of the problems of our Order

When we speak of our Order, we naturally call it our family. The Order is a family. A large family, but still a true family. We friars must experience ourselves as what we are - true brothers. This is the beginning of mutual awareness, esteem, trust, reciprocal help and interest in those who are more distant or have greater difficulties. To close oneself in one's own jurisdiction or, worse yet, to see only one's own problems and plans, is egoism. To be disinterested in others is a serious mistake. The son that ignores or is disinterested in the problems of his own household is an ingrate.

Ongoing formation programs, wherever they are held - if they are true courses of formation - help to overcome these narrow limits and results in a renewed awareness of our grand Fraternity.

5. Arousing interest in and fulfillment of our plans

Brothers, step by step we are bringing to fulfillment our plan for the sexennium. We are presently preparing the 1992 Assembly. This will be an important event in the life of our Order, a particularly important moment of communion, sharing and research - that is, of formation - in its preparation, its unfolding and, we hope, the subsequent application of the ideas that come out of it. It will be a comprehensive review of our entire journey from the conclusion of the Council until today. We have before us the work of the Constitutions, the documents of the five Plenary Councils of the Order and the International Conferences. We have the focal point of the planning letter, "to move on to deeds...." All this renewal is a real, continuing journey of formation that forcefully points toward the future of the Order. In order for this event to be a valuable experience, we must necessarily ask the collaboration of every individual according to his abilities and his appropriate role.

Permit me to make an observation. Our fraternal life must be known. Means of communications are not lacking and we try to use them. Therefore, ignorance of important events, the too-vague awareness of the Order's initiatives, the lack of participation in meetings or conferences, etc. is surprising. It is even more surprising in cases where we know with certainty that our communications were received.

III - Appeal to superiors and directors

1. Apply yourself to your responsibilities

I would like to repeat here the words I spoke to the participants in September's Conference: "Our Constitutions, in numbers 42:3 and 158, entrust to [superiors] the duty and the responsibility for [the formation of] their brothers. And they must take this duty seriously; aware of the responsibility they have primarily to the souls of their brothers.

In these circumstances, I do not want to keep silent about or hide from you the acute suffering I feel when certain major superiors of the Order, not caring about their personal formation or that of their brothers, fail to assume their responsibility. These superiors allow the continuing existence of real and serious infractions against the lifestyle that the Constitutions request and that we promised and assumed. Thus they permit the establishment of abuses that are the daily mortification of our charism. This occurs because they lack the necessary knowledge regarding the ministry of .authority and because they do not take seriously enough their role regarding ongoing formation. A superior must give himself and his friars the time and, if necessary, the obedience to enable them to participate in ongoing formation courses. It is painful to see the scant participation in certain courses that are very important for the spiritual and apostolic life of our friars. And at times the excuses offered by some superiors cannot be accepted. A good father will not be at peace if he sees his son needing bread."[Br. Flavio Roberto Carraro, OFMCap, Talk given at the opening of the. International Conference for Directors of Ongoing Formation, "Our Ongoing Formation," Rome, September 1, 1991, Analecta Ordinis 107 (1991), no. 4.]

2. Evaluating the specific context of ongoing formation

An important aspect of ongoing formation is that of the "privileged space" for its realization. There are special moments, more or less extraordinary: special courses, spiritual exercises, days of recollection, specialized experiences, etc. However, it should never be forgotten that the normal, primary place for ongoing formation is in daily life, that is, in all the real, ordinary situations of our everyday life. Ongoing formation is not identical to nor exhausted by participation in some program of "renewal", but is a vital, continual process that is brought about mainly in the primary school of all formation: the ordinary life of the local fraternity.[Cf. Const. 43:3 and Fourth Plenary Council of the Order, 1981, no. 71.] It is precisely here, within the dynamic of fidelity to our life, lived with .consistency, where we find the main secret of true ongoing formation. We must humbly and wisely convince ourselves of our need for the simple means recorded in the history of spirituality in order to daily proceed towards the fullness of maturity in Jesus Christ. These means are: faithfulness to the times of prayer, work, recreation, etc. of one's fraternity, integrated with our personal schedule;[Cf. Const. 53:2-3.] the use of appropriate books to help our meditation and prayer; regular spiritual direction and confession. I want to especially mention: the local chapter, fraternity days, reading of Scripture, renewed prayer and fraternal correction.

3. Promoting the means of ongoing formation

The means of ongoing formation are numerous and they should be communicated, distributed and sent to their intended recipients: documents, information about courses, formation programs, initiatives of the local church and the Order.

Our libraries should be revived and organized according to the same criteria throughout the jurisdiction.

The sabbatical year should be given appropriate importance. This issue was discussed at the Conference. Everyone was in agreement regarding its usefulness, as long as it had a precisely stated goal and was well planned. The brother who requests one should feel facilitated by his superiors, who should carefully study these requests and approve the plans. It would be fitting for this to become part of the jurisdiction's pastoral plan. Just as there are criteria that govern the sending of a friar to the International College or other centers of higher studies, analogous criteria should be established governing the Sabbatical year.

4. Promote a critical study of the concrete, operative choices of the General Plan

The problems of ongoing formation, like all formative problems, must be confronted with realism, understanding and a sincere desire for practical applications. This is the reason the International Conference in September formulated a General Plan for ongoing formation, which can be helpful in planning appropriate ongoing formation programs for all friars regardless of the diverse social, cultural and ecclesial situations in the places where we live and work.

Once again, we want to "move on to deeds."

Conclusion

I remember the feeling of joy that pervaded my spirit when, at the beginning of the 1988-1994 sexennium, Br. Francisco Iglesias, General Definitor and President of the General Office for Formation, spoke to me about their plans for an International Conference for Ongoing Formation Directors to be held within the sexennium. I immediately recognized in this plan a new gift from the Lord to our Order, and the importance, urgency, .and timeliness -of - the -project became apparent to me. The whole General Definitory, which examined the project and assisted in its realization, shared these sentiments.

I recall again the words spoken by the Holy Pontiff at the audience he granted at the end of the Conference. "Always keep [St. Francis'] exceptional figure before your eyes: the image of a man with the heart of a pilgrim and stranger, always following the path of fidelity to the Gospel and open to the needs of his brothers and sisters. Before dying he pronounced his 'profession of faith' in the consecrated life as an authentic commitment to continuing formation.

'Let us begin', he said, 'to serve the Lord God, for up to now we have made little or no progress'. He did not consider that he had laid hold of his goal as yet, and persevering untiringly in his purpose of attaining holy newness of life, he hoped always to make a new beginning; he nevertheless thought always to begin more perfect works..." (1 Celano 103), ["Discourse to Capuchin formators," op.cit.]

May the protection of our Lady, the faithful Virgin and model for our father St. Francis and all our brother saints of the Order, help us to follow our itinerary in the evangelical life in a state of holy and continual renewal.

I give you my heartfelt blessing and ask for your prayers.

Fraternally,

Br. Flavio Roberto Carraro 

General Minister OFMCap

Rome, November 29, 1991


Feast of All Saints of the Seraphic Order

