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My dear Brothers of the Order,
May the Lord give you his peace!

It is with a sense of gratitude and joy that I present to you the 
Final Document of the Plenary Council of the Order, which took 
place in Konstancin-Jeziorna, Poland, from November 17-30, 
2013.  Forty-three friars with active voice participated in this meet-
ing, which took for its inspiration the challenge issued by Jesus to 
his disciples and to us, “New Wine, New Wineskins” (cf. Mt. 9, 17).  
This theme challenges us as an Order to seek always the voice of 
the Lord Jesus at work in our fraternities, which have as their cen-
tral responsibility to build centers of fraternal communion so that 
both the individual friar and the fraternity might become living 
witnesses to the goodness and mercy of God at work in our midst, 
going about the world as lesser brothers of the Gospel.  

In his illuminating Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii gaudium, 
Pope Francis speaks in different words about the ‘new wine’ and 
the ‘new wineskins’ to which we are to give authentic witness:   

Whenever we make the effort to return to the source and to re-
cover the original freshness of the Gospel, new avenues arise, new 
paths of creativity open up, with different forms of expression, more 
eloquent signs and words with new meaning for today’s world.  Every 
form of authentic evangelization is always ‘new’” (par. 11).

The 2013 Plenary Council of the Order was tasked with four 
principal duties.  First, it was mandated to determine “the num-
ber and method of election of the General Definitors to be elected 
in the General Chapter 2015,” granting to the Plenary Council a 
“deliberative voice in this matter” (Bearers of the Gift of the Gos-
pel, Mandate 46).  Second, it was to “help prepare the next Gener-
al Chapter and to offer advice regarding its location” (cf. General 
Constitutions, Article 194, par. 5 hereafter GC).  Third, it was to 
discuss the finances of the Order (cf. GC, Article 194, par. 6).  Fi-
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nally, it was “to offer assistance to the Minister General and his 
Definitory in governing and inspiring the Order” (Art. 194, par. 1).  
Tremendous efforts were made by the Government of the Order, 
working collegially with the members of the Plenary Council, to 
achieve these goals. 

While striving to fulfill its obligations to the Order, the Plenary 
Council also made efforts to “return to the source and to recover 
the original freshness” of the life of the Friars Minor, which is root-
ed in the Gospel.  The “new avenues” and “new paths of creativity,” 
which Pope Francis calls us to create in the Order, the Church and 
the world are the daily task of each and every Brother of the uni-
versal fraternity.  The Plenary Council represents yet one further 
contribution to this life-giving and spirit-renewing process.  As we 
prepare for the General Chapter of 2015, all of us must open our 
hearts to the action of the Spirit of God; we must go deep within 
ourselves to listen and discern the voice of the Spirit of God who 
works in the lives of the Friars through the forging of strong hu-
man and spiritual bonds between the brothers in fraternity; and we 
must open wide the doors of our fraternities, allowing ourselves to 
be embraced by the cry of God’s people, thus becoming brothers 
to all of God’s people and all of creation, undertaking once again 
the way of minority and itinerancy.  This is the way towards the full 
realization of “New Wine, New Wineskins,” as fratres et minores.  
May we all have the courage to embrace the call of the Gospel to 
holy newness!

Fraternally yours,

Br. Michael A. Perry, OFM
Your Servant and Minister General

Prot. 104542
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Premise

1. The life of our Order throughout history has always distin-
guished itself for its commitment to listening and responding to 
the will of God who, in His Son Jesus Christ and in the sublime 
gesture of his self-emptying, also calls us, Friars Minor, to empty 
ourselves in order to be coherent with the gift received in our vo-
cation and live in the newness of the Gospel not as a something to 
boast about but as a challenge to face.

2. The novelty to which our Order is called does not involve 
a changing everything because that everything may by now have 
become ineffective, obsolete or outdated. Rather, we must keep in 
mind that the wine of the Gospel is always new. Our Fraternity, in 
fact, anchored in the beloved Son, is already a novelty. After the 
long maturing process started with the Plenary Council of Guada-
lajara (Mexico) in 2001, it is evident that now is the time for some 
wine skins, that is, some of our structures, to be renovated in order 
to better preserve the wine of the Gospel and offer it to our broth-
ers and sisters of our times.

3. The Minister General, Br. Michael Perry, at the beginning of 
our Assembly work said that “this Plenary Council should trigger 
in us a sense of new life”, allowing “God to be the center of our 
lives, our reasoning, discerning, our structures and our Order.” 
The structures must not extinguish the newness of the Gospel, but 
must be at the service of the Gospel; it must overcome the danger 
of being self-referential and look at matters instead from the per-
spective of interrelation, inter-culturalism, of a fraternal affection 
and effective dimension, while being attentive also to the lives of 
others in evangelical charity.

4. Taking into account the history of the Polish people with 
very significant and even tragic moments in their struggle for the 
defense of freedom, we were edified by the example of the life and 
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witness of both St. Maximilian Kolbe and Blessed Jerzy Popielus-
ko – whom we came to know by visiting the places where they 
lived. Doing so enabled us to meet the present challenges in our 
social, national and local realities, all of which need new and true 
witnesses of the Gospel, authentic prophetic signs that denounce 
the false values ​​of our times (cf. GGCC 67). It is suggested by the 
Instrumentum laboris of the Plenary Council that we need to find 
new answers at all levels, both at the personal and the structural 
levels, so that these structures may be a true expression of our be-
ing Friars Minor in both life and society.1

5. The change of structures, however, is unsuccessful if our per-
sonal life does not change and if the Gospel is not the focus of 
our vocation. To this effect, the Minister General states, “there is 
a much deeper process of restructuring that must take place, one 
that deals with a conversion of minds and hearts, the restructuring 
of each of us, Friars Minor, allowing the Spirit of God to lead us on 
a path of constant conversion.”2

Brothers in Communion
All generally should be called Friars Minor (ER 6.3)

Let us begin, brothers! (1Cel 103)

6. In the Life of Blessed Francis, Thomas of Celano quotes Fran-
cis as saying to the Friars, “Let us begin again, brothers. For up 
till now we have done little or nothing”. He didn’t think he had 
reached the goal; nonetheless with tireless perseverance through a 

1  Cf. Instrumentum laboris of the Plenary Council of the Order, 2013, nn. 2.1.5 
and 2.1.6; Bearers of the Gift of the Gospel, Document of the General Chapter of 
the Order of 2009, nn. 14 and 29.
2  Br. Michael A. Perry, The Future of Our Structures at the Service of Commu-
nion and Mission in the World Today. Speech of the Minister General at the 
Plenary Council of the Order, 2013, n. 12.
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holy personal renewal, he always hoped to be able to start anew” 
(1 Cel 103). Supported by the spirit of Francis and moved by his 
exhortation, at the Plenary Council of Konstancin- Jeziorna, we 
reaffirmed - as our brothers did in Guadalajara - that the person of 
the Brother-in-relationship is, in fact, the fundamental structure 
of our Order.3 From this basic assumption came forth ideas, choic-
es, and guidelines in response to the mandate given by the General 
Chapter of 2009, by which we present this document to all of you, 
brothers of the Order of Friars Minor.

7. We also experienced the joy of fraternal communion expe-
rienced in Poland as brothers gathered from various parts of the 
world - some of whom have experienced deep suffering and con-
flicts making it sometimes difficult to live faithfully the vocation 
of a Friar Minor. Nonetheless, we shared the grace of our vocation 
and commitment to bear witness to the strength of the Franciscan 
charism and its prophetic value in the current world.

Called to Fraternal Communion
Therefore, hold back nothing of yourselves for yourselves! (LtOrd, 29)

8. The foundation of the vocation of each Friar Minor is God’s 
call to him to live in communion with Him, the brothers, and the 
whole world, and to “observe the Holy Gospel of our Lord Jesus 
Christ by living in obedience, without anything of one’s own and 
in chastity” (LR 1, 1) both in and for our times. This is our rule and 
life (cf. GGCC 1 § 1, for the formula of our profession cf. GGCC 
5).

9. This is essentially a personal call and a great mystery. It can 
be understood only to the extent that each of us lives the Gospel 
of Jesus Christ, following in his footsteps, until we are able to say, 

3  Cf. Fraternity in Mission in a Changing World. Document of the Plenary 
Council of the Order, 2001, n. 2.
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“I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ 
lives in me” (Gal 2:19-20). For this reason, the timeless exhortation 
of Brother Francis in his Letter to the Order continues to speak to 
us even today, especially when he wrote, “Therefore, keep nothing 
of yourselves for yourselves, so that He who gives Himself totally to 
you may receive you totally” (LtrOrd 29).

10. This intimacy and communion with Christ is not for the 
sake of the Friar himself, but for the sake of the Gospel. For this 
reason, the Lord gave him brothers and made him a gift for them. 
In fraternal communion, we, the Friars, learn what it means to fol-
low in the footsteps of the One who came to serve and not to be 
served (cf. Mt 20:28); we learn to give of ourselves to everyone as 
Friars Minor (cf. GGCC 64). In this way, we, the Friars, invite all 
men and women, through the witness of our lives as Minors, to 
recognize their dignity as children of God and renew the face of 
the earth (cf. LtrOrd 9; also GGCC 83 § 2 and 87 § 1).

11. From this perspective, the communion to which we are 
called embraces the unique identity of each friar as a child of God; 
it calls each of us to exchange our gifts mutually both as brothers 
and as a fraternity and as a gift to each other and to the world (cf. 
GGCC 40). Communion supports our freedom as children of God 
and invites us into that same freedom to respond to the voice of 
God with a loving heart while God speaks to us through the bonds 
of communion we share as brothers among us and with our world. 
Communion finally fills us with that joy that can only come from a 
personal intimacy with Christ (cf. Jn 15:11), who guides us to walk 
in his footsteps in a life dedicated to the service of all brothers and 
sisters, whose poverty and pain go up to Heaven as a cry to which 
the Most High responds by sending us, the Friars Minor, to them.

12. The life of communion, - i.e., communion with Christ, com-
munion with our brothers, communion with all people and cre-
ation - is the heart of the vocation of every friar and is therefore 
fundamental to our identity as Friars Minor. Communion, then, 
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is similarly critical to the network of relationships in which each 
of us lives as a member of the Order, especially with our brothers 
who are our Ministers.

Living Fraternal Communion in Minority
And no one should be called Prior! (ER 6.3)

13. In order to give life to this fraternal communion, Francis 
called brothers who exercise authority ministers. He established 
them as servants of the other friars, saying “And no one should be 
called Prior, but all generally should be called Friars Minor and the 
one should wash the feet of the others” (Jn 13:14; ER 6, 3-4).4 This 
mode of understanding authority in the service of communion re-
quires you to cultivate a particular style of government as minis-
ters of the Friars Minor. The first and most important quality was 
– and still remains today – a strong maternal tenderness. Francis 
said, “Let the brothers who are the ministers and servants of the oth-
ers visit and admonish their brothers and humbly and charitably 
correct them, not commanding them anything that is against their 
soul and our rule” (LR10:1).

14. Brother Francis, in his writings shows us a “style that is typ-
ical of Friars Minors” to live fraternal relations and authority “as 
servants and subjects to all, both peaceful and humble of heart” 
(GGCC 64) without appropriating to oneself any role or office.5 The 

4  In Francis’ fraternity, he wished that everyone should be equal, stating, “All 
of you are brothers. Do not call anyone on earth your father; you have but one 
Father in heaven. Do not call yourselves teachers; you have but one Teacher in 
heaven [Christ] (cfr. Mt 23,8-10; ER 22,33-35).
5  “‘I did not come to be served, but to serve, says the Lord’ (Mt 20,28),. Let those 
who are placed over others boast about that position as much as they would if they 
were assigned the duty of washing the feet of their brothers (cf. Jn 13,14). And if 
they are more upset at having their place over others taken away from them than 
at losing their position at their feet, the more they store up a money bag (Jn 
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Later Rule tells us that “Wherever the brothers may be and meet one 
another, let them show that they are members of the same family. Let 
each one confidently make known his need to the other, for if a mother 
loves and cares for her son (I Thes2:7) according to the flesh, how much 
more diligently must someone love and care for his brother according 
to the Spirit” (LR 6,7-9; cf. ER 9,10-11). To ensure the relational and 
mutual dimension of authority, Francis reserved for himself the title 
of “mother” instead of father, when he wrote to Brother Leo to make 
know to him his will (cf. Letter to Brother Leo 3). Also, in the Rule 
for Hermitages, he organized the life of the brothers by alternating 
the roles of mothers and children (cf. RH 1-2).6

15. We can say, therefore, that Francis intended authority to be 
understood primarily as a service and care, such as a generation of 
brothers to the life of the Gospel, “Let the ministers and servants 
remember what the Lord says: I have not (Mt 20:28) come to be 
served, but to serve (Mt 20:28); and because the care of the brothers’ 
souls has been entrusted to them, if anything is lost on account of 
their fault or bad example, they will have to render an account Mt 
12:36 before the Lord Jesus Christ on the day of judgment” (ER 4,6)]. 
Is it not this lack of relational attitude among us, Friars, which is 
creating in our lives too many interpersonal conflicts, a weak sense 
of trust and belonging, and difficulty in living faith and persever-
ance – as the study on the “Situation of the Order Today” showed 
when it was presented at the Plenary Council? Let us then create 
even more room in our fraternities for mutual care, tenderness, 
and mercy and consider the Letter of Francis to a Minister as an 
effective model for the management and resolution of conflicts.

16. Another essential feature of our uniqueness as Minors is a 
radical spirit of openness. The ministers must be fully available to 

12,6) to the peril of their soul” (Adm 4).
6  Also Clare reflects on her relationship with Francis by recounting a vision in 
which the saint, like a mother, fed her by offering her milk from his breasts (cf. 
Process of Canonization of Clare of Assisi 3, 93-97).

http://franciscantradition.org:8080/ITheseng.html?loc=x2_7
http://franciscantradition.org:8080/Mteng.html?loc=x20_28
http://franciscantradition.org:8080/Mteng.html?loc=x20_28
http://franciscantradition.org:8080/Mteng.html?loc=x12_36
http://franciscantradition.org:8080/Mteng.html?loc=x12_36
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their brothers as Francis said, “Let the ministers, moreover, receive 
them charitably and kindly and have such familiarity with them that 
these same brothers may speak and deal with them as masters with 
their servants, for so it must be that the ministers are the servants of 
all the brothers” (LR 10:5-6). We are convinced,  then, that “if exer-
cised evangelically, it should lead us to a greater understanding and 
practice of listening, to a greater experience of minority.”7

17. Francis was not a naive idealist in his understanding of 
authority as service. In the Rule, he exhorts his brothers-in-re-
lationship with their ministers, “Let the brothers who are subject, 
however, remember that, for God’s sake, they have renounced their 
own wills. Therefore, I strictly command them to obey their minis-
ters in everything they have promised the Lord to observe and which 
is not against their soul or our Rule”  (LR 10:2-3 cf. Adm 3). Abuse 
in fraternal communion comes not only from the Ministers who 
consider themselves “superior” but also by the friars who have for-
gotten to adhere to a community of brothers with whom they walk 
in the footsteps of the One who did not come to do his own will 
but the will of Him who sent him (cf. Jn 6:38). So, Francis called 
all the brothers, both the ministers and brothers to live in mutual 
and reciprocal relationship with each other (cf. GGCC 45 §§ 2-3). 
The typical style of the Friars Minor to live authority and obedi-
ence – as wished by Francis, matured through eight centuries, and 
approved in our legislation – was recently proposed by the Church 
to all Consecrated Life.8

18. Authority among the Friars Minor is at the service of com-
munion among the brothers themselves, between them and the 

7  Br. Michael A. Perry, The Future of Our Structure,  n. 9.
8  Cf. The Service of Authority and Obedience. Instruction of the CIVCSVA, 
Rome, 2008, nn. 25-26. Cf. also Perfectae caritatis. Decree of the Second Vatican 
Ecumenical Council on the Renewal of Religious Life, Roma 1965, n. 14; Vita 
Consecrata. Apostolic Exhortation of Pope John Paul II on Consecrated Life 
and Its Mission in Both the Church and the world, Rome 1996, n. 43; CIC 618.
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world and with God who called us to live the holy Gospel of our 
Lord Jesus Christ (cf. GGCC 45 § 1). When this authority is exer-
cised properly, it enables us, the friars, to speak the same language 
with which we can proclaim the saving love of God in Christ. In 
fact, like Francis, we, Friars Minor, are not called for love of our-
selves, but out of love for God to contribute to the communion of 
everyone and all created things in the life of the Triune God (cf. Jn 
17:18-23).

19. The Fraternity of St. Francis, both then and now, at both 
the General and Provincial Chapter, has its highest expression in 
the mutual service of authority and obedience. We, the friars, by 
listening to the will of God who has called us and sends us out to 
proclaim him, experience at the Chapters a time to discern and 
share what pleases the Lord. This is the meaning of the celebration 
of the Chapters of the feast of Pentecost. It is a time of life in and 
of the Spirit through which we live authority and obedience in re-
sponse to Him “who loved us first” (1 Jn 4,19). Both Pentecost and 
the Portiuncula, as “places” for the celebration of the Chapters,9 are 
also today, as Francis intended, both a commitment and an oppor-
tunity to review our identity, vocation, and mission in light of the 
Spirit of the Lord and the requests made by the cultural and social 
context today. May our fraternity, therefore, experience a renewed 
“Franciscan Pentecost” to rekindle in us passion for our form of life 
that spurs us onward to bring “the joy of the Gospel” to everyone 
with generosity and enthusiasm.10

9	  Cf. ER 5,4; 18,2; LR 8,2.5; Letter to the Minister 13.21; GGCC 188.
10	  Cf. Evangelii gaudium. Exhortation of the Holy Father Francis on the 
Proclamation of the Gospel in today’s world, Rome, 2013.
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Tools for fraternal communion
Let all the brothers not have power 

or control in this instance, especially among themselves (ER 5.9 )

20. During the time we were in Konstancin-Jeziorna, we shared 
the joy of the “new wine” which the Lord gave us in both his per-
son and Gospel. This is not only a gift for us, but for others as well. 
Therefore, it is necessary that this wine of the Gospel and our form 
of life – which remains ever new –  should have “new wineskins”, 
that is, new or renovated structures, which are at the service of the 
integral vocation of the Friars. They should also promote and fa-
cilitate the animation and loyalty of our being brothers-in-mission 
for others.

21. In our work, we had as a point of reference the Instrumen-
tum laboris which guided us to reflect on the general issue con-
cerning the government of the Order in the common “conviction 
that all the structures must be at the service of communion and be-
longing to the Order, for it is not simply this or that Province, this 
or that Conference involved, but the charism and mission of the Or-
der.”11 In fact, our main concern is to ensure the continued presence 
of our charism and not the survival of the existing structures.”12

22. Just as both Francis and his first fraternitas took a listening 
stance before the Lord and the demands of their times, so also our 
Order continued to do throughout its eight centuries of history. 
Similarly, we also want today to adapt our structures of govern-
ment and leadership to help us “live out of our charism in a manner 
that is both faithful and creative, so as to promote greater commu-
nication, collaboration, co-responsibility, creativity, and communion 
among the brothers at the level of singular entities and within the 

11  Instrumentum laboris n. 3.5.
12  Reorganizing and Restructuring. Reflection by the General Definitory OFM, 
Rome 2011, p. 5.



Konstancin-Jeziorna, Poland

- 20 -

entire Order.”13 The fraternal discussion had and the choices made 
have always looked at the way in which Francis understood au-
thority, not as an “an exercise of power and dominance over the 
brothers that is neither evangelical nor charitable,”14 but essentially 
as a presence that is “significant, substantive and of service to the 
friars.”15

23. Going to the specific, the PCO asked itself: Who can be a 
good Definitor General? What are the criteria for electing a Defini-
tor General? What are the qualifications required? Always bearing 
in mind that there is no such thing as a “perfect” Definitor, but 
only the “possible” Definitor, here are some features taken from 
previous documents (cf. GGSS 149 §1).

The Profile of the General Definitor (cf. GGSS 149 § 2)

•	 He must have previous experience of leadership and gover-
nance.

•	 He must have some skills and qualities  useful in the service of 
the Order.

•	 He must be able to live in an international fraternity and work 
in groups.

•	 He must be open to change, both personally and structurally 
in ways that benefit the renewal of the Order and ensures the 
Definitory a certain agility and flexibility of work.

•	 He must also have a good understanding of cultures. In addi-
tion to his own native language, he must understand and be 
able to speak at least one of the three official languages ​​of the 
Order, namely, Italian, Spanish or English.

13  Br. Michael A. Perry, The Future of Our Structure, n. 8.
14  ibid.
15  Instrumentum laboris n. 2.1.4.
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The Duties of the Definitors General (cf. GGSS 150)

•	 They are elected for the whole Order.
•	 To give advice to the Minister General in all that concerns the 

life and mission of the Order
•	 To fulfill any special duties entrusted to them by the same Min-

ister General.
•	 To promote the Gospel life within the Entities and regions of 

the Order. 
•	 They must also accompany a geographical or cultural area, that 

is:
a)	 Identify and make contact with candidates who can serve as 

Visitators General.
b)	 Summarize the final report sent by the Visitators General to 

be submitted to the General Definitory.
c)	 Provide the Minister General, after a Definitorial session, 

with a rough draft of a letter to be sent to the Entities after 
the visit.

d)	 Motivate the Provincial Ministers, Custodes, and all the 
brothers to collaborate with personnel and funding to sup-
port the Houses dependent on the Minister General (cf. 
GGSS arts . 24 , 117-118).

e)	 To coordinate the visits of the Minister General to the En-
tities and Conferences (tenses, moods, places, etc.) and ac-
company him on his visits.

f)	 Coordinate the visits of the Minister General to the Enti-
ties and Conferences (how, when, and where to visit) and 
go with him.  

g)	 Create and manage an archive of cultural or geographical 
area of competence.

24.  With regards to the General Definitory, which acts as the 
“Council of the Minister General” (GGCC 202 § 1), the PCO has 
also pointed out some features that are a guiding criterion for Ca-
pitular discernment. For example:



Konstancin-Jeziorna, Poland

- 22 -

The Internationality of the Definitory

“The criterion of internationality should be kept in mind when 
choosing Definitors General, because the General Government of 
the Order must express, as much as possible, the geographic and 
ethnic diversity of the Order” (PCO 2001, Final Document, Pro-
posals and Guidelines, II , 26-27).

Representative

It is important to take into account the number of brothers 
and entity in the present situation. The Definitor acts as a link be-
tween the central government and rest of the Order; he conveys 
the guidelines and indications of the government to the brothers 
and the vocational situation of the brothers and entities to the gov-
ernment. This feature seems to be very important because it is an 
effective service of communion within the Order.

The Sense of Belonging

By religious profession we have become part of a family of the 
Franciscan Order, in order to live the plan of life contained in both 
the Rule and General Constitutions. The Province is part of this 
family and cannot walk separately nor claim to interpret in iso-
lation the charism because it belongs to an Order approved by 
the Church and not a federation of Provinces. In this sense, the 
government elected to the Order must not only represent their re-
spective conferences, but should have a more general sense of the 
universal fraternity. They belong as much to their Conference as to 
the fraternity of the Order for which the government is appointed.

Accompaniment. 

The young and the elderly must be accompanied. Structures 
are in view of accompaniment and an aid to the persons of the 
friars. “The basic structure of the Order, however, is each single 
friar “moved by the Holy Spirit” (ER 2,1). We believe that this Spir-
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it, who is the bond of perfection (Col. 3:14; 10.7 CLR) and the 
source of the evangelical project, urges the friar to become a Broth-
er-in-relationship who lives his vocation with others, even in tense 
situations” (PCO 2001, Final Document, Inspirational Principles n. 
2).

25. The PCO adopted two groups of propositions that have dif-
ferent values; they are shown in the following two parts:

a) Decisions “regarding the number and the method of election 
of General Definitors, which will come into effect, experimentally, 
at the General Chapter of 2015” (General Chapter of 2009; Man-
date 45);

b) Proposals for changes in some structures to be presented at 
the General Chapter in 2015 so that they may eventually become 
Capitular decisions.

Although the proposals may seem too “technical”, they are, in 
fact, a guideline for our existing structures to be open to reflect 
on their main purpose and to give a new impetus and renewed 
enthusiasm toward collaboration in the Order, communication 
among us, the friars. They are meant also to help us be open to our 
ever-changing world and the mission to bring to everyone the gift 
of the Gospel as called for by the evangelical demand of  “new wine 
in new wineskins” (Mt 9:17).
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I. DECISIONS

Number of General Definitors

1. The number of General Definitors to be elected during the 
General Chapter should be eight and they should be from:
•	 3 Conferences of Europe (UFME) 
•	 2 Conferences of Latin America (UCLAF) 
•	 1 from the English-speaking Conference (ESC)
•	 1 from the African Conference 
•	 1 from the Asian Conference (FCAO) 

Method of Election

2. For the election of Definitors Definitors at the Chapter, we 
will proceed in the following manner:
•	 Each Conference shall submit to the Secretary of the General 

Chapter, within the specified time, two candidates for the office 
of General Definitor.

•	 The submission of names of candidates to the Secretary Gen-
eral will be accompanied by a curriculum vitae, a description of 
the specific qualities that refer to the proposed service and the 
main reasons given by the Conference of Provincial Ministers.

•	 The names of the candidates, with their curriculum vitae, 
should be in the possession of each Capitular one month ahead 
of the General Chapter.

•	 During the General Chapter, the Chapter members from each 
area will nominate candidates according to the following nu-
merical distribution:

a.	 The European area will propose six (6) candidates.
b.	 The area of Latin America will offer four (4) candidates.
c.	 The English – speaking area will propose two (2) candidates.
d.	 The area of Africa will propose two (2) candidates.
e.	 The area of Asia will propose  two (2) candidates.
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II. PROPOSALS

Election of a lay brother

Election of the solemnly professed lay brother 
as a legitimate voice at the General Chapter

1. Each Conference of Provincial Ministers shall elect a lay 
brother as a legitimate voice to the General Chapter (cf. GGSS 142 
§3). Among the Conferences with more than 500 solemnly pro-
fessed friars a second lay brother per Conference is to be elected, 
in order to give greater meaning to the number of lay brothers 
being represented.

2. Each Conference shall determine the procedures for the ap-
pointment of the lay brother (or lay brothers) who will attend the 
General Chapter.

Minister General

Term of Office

3. The office of Minister General has a duration of six years, re-
newable for another six years. A re-election will require the qual-
ified majority (i.e., two thirds of the votes cast in the first ballot).

Vacancy of the Office

4. In case of vacancy of the office of the Minister General in 
the “first three-year period”, the Minister shall be elected in accor-
dance with the current legislation within two months (cf. GGCC 
201 § 1), but with the previous consultation and presentation of 
candidates by the Conference. If the office becomes vacant in the 
“second three-year period”, he will be replaced by the Vicar Gen-
eral ad complendum sessennium.
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Visiting the Entities

5. The Minister General, during the six-year period, should 
possibly visit all the Entities of the Order, spending enough quality 
time with them. To help achieve this – because of the symbolic 
value which the visit has to strengthen the sense of belonging to 
the Order and in order to give confidence and hope to the Friars - 
it is considered important to prepare for the visit. For this reason, 
it is determined that the General Definitor and the Offices of the 
General Curia should cooperate in preparing for the visit, stating 
the contents and topics to be addressed in dialogue with the Entity.

Entities and Dependent House 

6. The Entities and the Houses dependent “directly” on the 
Minister General should be entrusted by “ordinary government” 
to the responsibility of the Vicar General, so as to “facilitate” the 
service of the same Minister to the universal fraternity.

7. The General Definitory should constitute a commission for 
the study of juridical and legal issues (civil and criminal) of Houses 
and entities directly dependent on the Minister General, in order 
to protect the Order and the same person of the Minister General.

Provincial Minister and Custos

Term of office

8. It is proposed to amend Art. 182 of GGSS, namely, that the 
Provincial Minister may be re-elected for a second term, for the 
duration of six years, but on the condition that it has the qualified 
majority (i.e., two thirds of the votes cast in the first ballot).

9. The term of office of the Custos of an “Autonomous Custody” 
is equated to that of the Provincial Minister.
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Formation of Provincial Ministers and Custodes

10. The General Definitory should continue to organize forma-
tion sessions for the new Provincial Ministers and Custodes at the 
beginning of the mandate.

11. The General Definitory should provide, during the course 
of the mandate, an accompaniment/assessment for the service 
provided.

The Conference of Provincial Ministers

Structure of the Conference

12. The General Chapter should clarify the “structural role” of 
the Conferences based on what is provided in the General Consti-
tutions (Art. 227 § 1).

Composition of the Conference

13. In the Erection or restructuring of a Conference of Provin-
cial Ministers and Custodes, the General Definitory may depart 
from the minimum number of Entities provided by Art. 200 § 4 
of the GGSS, provided that the Conference itself is composed of at 
least 500 solemnly professed Friars.

Term of Office of the President of the Conference

14. In order to improve the quality of the leadership of the Con-
ference of Presidents, the term of office for the President should be 
of three years.

President of the Conference

15. It is proposed to amend Art. 204 § 2 of the GGSS, so that 
the Presidents of the Conferences can be a Provincial Minister or a 
Custos (whether of an independent or dependent Custody).
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16. In Accordance with Art. 201b of GGSS, the Presidents of the 
Conferences, in meetings with the General Definitory, should be 
consulted on matters of greater importance to the Order.

Secretariats and Offices of the General Curia

Reflection on the Secretariats, 
Offices of the Curia and International Councils

17. The General Definitory should verify the current situation 
of the two General Secretariats (F&S and M&E) and other offices 
of the Curia, bearing in mind the new dimensions and the powers 
delegated to them by the Order, redesigning the structure, nature, 
composition, objectives, and operation. In this review, the review 
of the respective International Council should also be inserted.

General Secretariat for Formation and Studies

18. Within the Secretariat General for Formation and Studies, 
the General Definitory should establish the figure of the Modera-
tor General for Ongoing Formation, with the specific aim to lead 
the Conferences and Entities, while focusing especially on the 
Study Centers of the Order.

General Secretariat for the Missions and Evangelization

19. Upon the recommendation of General Definitory, the Secre-
tariat of M & E should promote missionary vocations and a policy of 
“new” missions and “presences” in the Order and prompt reflection 
on our presence in the world and how to be more prophetic.

General Chapter 2015

Themes

20. The General Chapter of 2015 should deal with a few, but 
“clear” and “well-defined” issues. 
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21. The issues to be “considered” in view of the General Chap-
ter should be grouped into the following thematic blocks:

–	 The identity of the Order: the life of union with God, fraternity 
and minority.

–	 Evangelical Counsels - vows: reflection in the light of the Mag-
isterium of the Church, while keeping in mind contemporary 
culture and current challenges.

–	 Formation: ongoing formation, formation to the service of au-
thority and of Formators as well as formation for the mission.

–	 Presence in the world - Evangelization: being attentive to the mar-
ginalized; social awareness; missionary and evangelizing policy; new 
presences; parochial prophetic experience; interculturalism; and in-
ter-religious dialogue.

Instrumentum laboris

22. The work of the General Chapter should be accompanied 
by a specific Instrumentum laboris, distinct from the Report of the 
Minister General; it should prepare and guide the reflection of the 
Chapter.

Mandates

23. It would be good that the mandates that the General Chap-
ter will establish should be few, achievable, and sustainable.

“Interdisciplinary” Study

24 The PCO suggests to the General Definitory, by involving 
the various Entities of the Order, to continue the reflection they 
started on the multidisciplinary work; it should also create an in-
terpretive correlation of the data obtained with the structure of the 
values ​​of our own life and mission. The results will be presented to 
the General Chapter of 2015.

25. The General Definitory, by involving the different entities of 
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the Order, should continue the reflection on the interdisciplinary 
study of the Order, correlating it with the reports of the Visitator 
General and the sociological study on the Order.

Venue of the General Chapter of 2015

26. The venue of the next General Chapter of 2015 should be 
Assisi at Saint Mary of the Angels (Italy).
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The Future of Our Structures
at the Service of Fraternity and Mission

1. Each time the guru sat for worship with his students the ashram 
cat would come in to distract them, so he ordered them to tie it to a 
tree when the ashram was at prayer. After the guru died the cat con-
tinued to be tied to the same tree at worship time. And when the cat 
died and when the tree died, another cat was brought into the ashram 
and another tree was planted to make sure that the guru’s orders were 
faithfully observed at worship time. Centuries passed and learned 
treatises were written by the guru’s scholarly disciples on the liturgical 
significance of tying up a ‘sacred cat’ to a ‘sacred tree’ while worship 
is performed. (Cf. A. DeMello, The Song of the Bird. Fragments of the 
Wisdom of the Great Religions, Pauline Publishers, 1986).

If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up the men to gath-
er wood, divide the work and give orders. Instead, teach them to 
yearn for the vast and endless sea.  (Antoine de Saint- Exupery)

Matthew, ch. 9, vs. 17-17 on New Wine in New Wineskins:  Then 
the disciples of John approached him and said, “Why do we and the 
Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?”  Jesus answered them, 
“Can the wedding guests mourn as long as the bridegroom is with 
them? The days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from 
them, and then they will fast.  No one patches an old cloak with the 
piece of unshrunken cloth, for its fullness pulls away from the cloak 
and the tear gets worse.  People do not put new wine in old wine-
skins.  Otherwise the skins burst, the wine spills out, and the skins 
are ruined.  Rather, they pour new wine into fresh wineskins, and 
both are preserved (Mt. 9, 14-17).

2. My dear brothers gathered from all regions of our Francis-
can world here in Konstancin, Poland, may the Lord give you His 
peace! On behalf of the General Definitors and all of the friars in 
service to the Order at the General Curia, I wish to express grat-
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itude to God for the gift of the Gospel, the person of Jesus, who 
through the incarnation has united himself with us and, through 
the forma vitae proposed by our Father Francis, invites us to follow 
him as disciples and lesser brothers on the journey of faith.  It is 
this gift of the Gospel which is at the origin of our vocation and 
our fraternity (cf. Bearers of the Gift of the Gospel, 2009, 7).  I also 
give thanks to God for the gift of brothers, for each of you present 
here at this Plenary Council and also for all the brothers of the uni-
versal and single fraternity of the Order of Friars Minor to which 
we belong through our religious profession.

The Guiding Priorities of our Gospel Brotherhood

3. The central responsibility of all friars of the Order, and in a 
special way all ministers, is to constantly remind one another of 
the nature of our calling and identity as Friars Minor who seek 
‘’to make the Gospel, with all of its demands, the foundation of 
our daily life and the primary and ultimate criteria for our acting,” 
(Starting Afresh from the Gospel, 2010, p. 4), thus allowing the log-
ic and attitudes of Jesus to become our own (the ‘’same mind of 
Christ”, Phil. 2,5). We are by baptism men of faith, rooted in an in-
timate and dynamic relationship with the Lord Jesus. Through our 
religious profession, we respond to the gift of God’s calling “in obe-
dience, without anything of our own, and in chastity”, as expressed 
in our Rule and General Constitutions. We live out our religious 
profession first and foremost within the context of fraternity, the 
sharing of our lives with other brothers who have made the same 
commitment, who hunger and thirst for communion with the liv-
ing God and communion with others, the brothers. Our fraternity 
becomes a springboard for us lesser brothers, opening ourselves 
and our fraternities to the promptings of the Spirit who moves us 
to go out to what Pope Francis calls the existential peripheries, 
which involve ‘’the mystery of sin, of injustice, of ignorance and 
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of the absence of faith, of thought, [and] of every form of misery” 
(18 March 2013). Our call is to share the Good News that we first 
have received in the heart, that we have accepted and in which we 
have placed all of our hope, and which we share together as broth-
ers who are in communion of mind and heart. In our specifically 
Franciscan manner, we are called to share this good news, placing 
ourselves in a particular way at the service of the poor, the mar-
ginalized, immigrants, those suffering all forms of injustice and 
misery – the existential peripheries – going out two by two, as an 
act of common, shared faith.  Thus, our radical commitment to the 
Gospel, our recognition of the gift of our brothers, our embrace of 
a life ‘without property’ prepare us for the evangelizing mission 
that God is entrusting to us and which we undertake in the spirit 
of evangelical minority and itinerancy.

A Universal Brotherhood

4. One of the central themes in the life and writings of Fran-
cis has to do with the gift of brothers. “For Francis, the brother, 
and therefore, the fraternity were both gift and grace in the salvif-
ic event of the holy, loved, agreeable, humble and pacific Brother 
Jesus Christ (Letter to the Faithful, version 2, 56).  The brother, 
therefore, is a gift of the Lord in him to whom He gives himself 
and is present” (You are All Brothers, 17-18). For us brothers of 
the Gospel life, the gift of fraternity is the locus privilegiatus in and 
through which God works His miracles.  “Fraternity is our way 
of being in the world and in the Church… [it is both] gift and 
task, the fraternity is received but also is constructed” (You are all 
Brothers, 2004, p. 3).  It is clear in the Regula non bullata (Rule, the 
Testament, the Admonitions and elsewhere in the writings of Fran-
cis that the brothers are recognized as gifts from God, that they 
also are gifts to and for one another and the world (cf. You are all 
Brothers, p. 40; Bearers of the Gift of the Gospel, 2009, p. 7-9).
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5. Through our Gospel calling and religious profession, we all 
share in the one, united, universal family or brotherhood. It is be-
coming clearer to many of us friars in the Order that there is a 
tension between our identity as members of the universal broth-
erhood and that of our belonging to a specific entity of the Order, 
namely, to a province, custody, or foundation. This tension is prob-
ably necessary and is not necessarily bad in itself. All of us need to 
develop a strong sense of belonging, we need a mooring or a way 
to anchor our lives, to place trust in an institution and a group of 
people we believe can help us achieve that to which God is call-
ing us. However, when a specific entity closes in upon itself, when 
a province, custody or foundation loses its sense of the universal 
brotherhood to which we have made our religious profession, 
when it no longer cultivates an awareness of and commitment to 
evangelizing mission, this can lead to a weakening or deforma-
tion of our Franciscan – and ecclesial – identity. If our identity 
is rooted in God, and if our fraternities are spaces for promoting 
integral human development – the development of the person and 
of the community of persons, the brothers as a response to God’s 
grace – we will necessarily be led by the Spirit of God to open our 
individual lives, our local fraternities, our provinces or custodies 
or foundations to the divine operation at the level of the universal 
brotherhood or Order.

6. This tendency or temptation to close in upon oneself, a temp-
tation that is all too common in religious life and in the Church, 
can lead to the ‘domestication’ of the Gospel life, stripping it of 
the charismatic intuition of Francis of its power to transform. The 
charismatic intuition, the space for a certain evangelical creativity 
that both respects but also defies form and structure, must always 
find a place and a voice within our Gospel brotherhood because of 
its capacity to provoke ‘crisis’, a breach in the wall of any possible 
complacency, and movement towards simply adhering to the ‘sta-
tus quo’. The charismatic intuition will always and necessarily be 
present if our lives are open to the action of the Spirit of God and 
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if we live in an attitude or in a position of constant discernment 
of God’s movement within our Order, the Church and the world. 
This does not negate in any way the wonders God is performing in 
and through the ‘ordinary’ life and missionary activities of the fri-
ars in our entities and in the Order. We believe and trust that God 
is working in our midst and in the midst of our current structures, 
and in the lives of those who have been called to specific service in 
governance and animation (these two dimensions are inseparable) 
within the Order and also in our service to the people of God.

7. In the recent sociological study of the Order, the question-
naire completed by 1,408 brothers of the universal fraternity, the 
results of which will be presented in the course of the Plenary 
Council, reveals a growing concern among the friars about the ca-
pacity of current structures and the roles of ministry and service, 
as they are exercised by the brothers of the Order, to carry forward 
animation that is effective and that actually generates life, passion 
for the Gospel and communion among the brothers, communion 
also with the Church and the world. A majority of brothers re-
sponding to the questionnaire indicated that the way we exercise 
ministry and service within the life of the Order does not always 
help promote a deeper experience of faith, of communion with 
God and with the brothers, a sense of trust and confidence among 
the brothers for the sharing of faith, of struggles and crisis, of joys, 
success and hope, and the cultivation of missionary zeal and ardor. 
Although the specifics of Mandate 45 of the 2009 General Chap-
ter indicate that PCO is to ‘’elaborate norms for the number and 
method of election of the General Definitors [that] will take effect 
ad experimentum at the General Chapter of 2015,” this task must 
be placed within the larger context of the study of the government 
of the Order, the situation of the Order today (Mandate 14), the 
reality of the ongoing reorganizing and restructuring of provinc-
es (Mandate 47), with direct consequences for the future of con-
ferences, and the study of departures from the Order (Mandate 
48). The world is changing as a consequence of the complexities 
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of realities identified under the umbrella terms of globalization 
and secularization. The Church is changing, which Pope Francis 
seems keen to recognize and for which he has created a special C-8 
Commission of Cardinals to examine current structures and roles 
within the Church and to prepare for the necessary re-thinking 
and restructuring of offices and roles in order to ensure that they 
are at the service of Gospel and of God’s people. As Pope Francis 
said in an interview on March 28, 2013:  

The Church, when it is self-referential, without realizing it thinks 
that it has its own light; it stops being the ‘mysterium lunae’ and gives 
rise to the evil which is so grave, that of spiritual worldliness: that of 
living to give glory to one another. To simplify, there are two images 
of the Church: the evangelizing Church that goes out from itself; that 
of the ‘Dei Verbum religiose audiens et fidenter proclamans’, or the 
worldly Church that lives in itself, of itself, and for itself. This should 
illuminate the possible changes and reforms to be realized for the 
salvation of souls.

8. Likewise within the Order, there is need for us to change 
the way we think about our identity as members of the universal 
brotherhood, even as we respect the principle that ‘’the basic unit 
in the life and mission of the Order” is the Province (CCGG 169) 
or the independent Custody. There also is urgent need for us to 
reflect seriously on the different structures and roles of service (e.g. 
Minister General and Vicar, Definitors General, Minister Provin-
cial and Vicar, Provincial Definitors, Custodes and Vice Custodes, 
Discretes, Presidents of Foundations, Presidents of Conferences), 
all of which have been created to help promote the living out of our 
charism in a manner that is both faithful and creative. These struc-
tures and ministries are meant to ensure that animation within the 
Order is carried out in a manner that promotes greater commu-
nication, collaboration, co-responsibility, creativity and commu-
nion among the brothers at the level of singular entities and within 
the entire Order. They are not meant to authorize an exercise of 



Plenary Council of the Order of Friars Minor

- 39 -

power and dominance over the brothers that is neither evangelical 
nor charitable. As the instruction on The Service of Authority and 
Obedience, Faciem tua, Domine, requiram (Congregation for In-
stitutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, 11 May 
2008, pp. 22ff), repeating the words of Pope Benedict XVI, when 
talking about religious authority, states: 

My real program of governance is not to do my own will, not to 
pursue my own ideas, but to listen, together with the whole Church, 
to the word and the will of the Lord, to be guided by Him, so that He 
Himself will lead the Church at this hour of our history.

9. The document adds that all members of the Order, Congre-
gation or Institute must sharpen his or her ability or capacity to 
understand the exercise of authority as one of searching together 
the will of God for the full and integral development of the indi-
vidual members and the community or fraternity, having the same 
attitude as Jesus the Servant who washes the feet of His disciples so 
that they might share fully in His love and His mission (cf. Jn 13, 
1-17; The Service of Authority and Obedience, no. 12). If religious 
superiors, if brother ministers can keep at the center of all exercise 
of authority the humble search for God’s will and the promotion 
of communion among the members, authority and obedience will 
be experienced in their complementary ways, each contributing 
to the full spiritual development of the singular members, each 
brother, and also of the fraternity, the entity and the Order. Au-
thority when exercised evangelically, should lead us to a greater 
understanding and practice of listening, to a greater experience of 
minority.

10. This Plenary Council should benefit from the current work 
of the various Commissions and Services within the Order dealing 
with questions related to identity and organization, responding to 
the Mandates of the 2009 Chapter that are the specific competence 
of this gathering but always within the larger context and with a 
view towards promoting a more dynamic, flexible and simpler 



Konstancin-Jeziorna, Poland

- 40 -

manner of governance and exercise of evangelical authority [as] 
service within the life of the Order at all levels.

New Wine, New Wineskins

11. The Gospel text, which serves as the sub-theme for our Ple-
nary Council, New Wine, New Wineskins, is taken from the Gos-
pel of St. Matthew.  As you will recall, Matthew presents Jesus as 
the new Moses (cf. Mt. 5-7) who comes not to abolish the Law and 
all practices of the Jewish religious tradition but rather to fulfill 
them (Mt. 5, 17).  Jesus’ new mandate for life with God is found 
in the Beatitudes, where the human person is placed at the center 
of all religious activity (Mt. 5, 3-12).  Religious institutions and 
practices are created in order to lead believers to an experience of 
the mercy of God (Mt. 12, 7).  This does not diminish their impor-
tance; nor does it mean that all institutions and practices are equal 
and therefore can be equally dismissed at random.  *[What it does 
mean is that structures and practices, if they are divinely rooted 
and ordered, will themselves allow for flexibility and adaptability 
because of their function within the Church and Order, respond-
ing to changing realities, and yet, remaining faithful to divine in-
tention. ] As Pope Francis has recently stated, in his reading of 
the Gospel text from Matthew 9, 17 on ‘new wine and new wine-
skins’:  In the Christian life, even the life of the Church, there are old 
structures, passing structures: it is necessary to renew them! And the 
Church has always been attentive to this, with dialogue with cul-
tures…It always allows itself to be renewed according to places, times 
and persons…And so the Church goes forward, giving space to the 
Holy Spirit that renews these structures, structures of the churches.  
Don’t be afraid of that!  Don’t be afraid of the newness of the Gospel! 
Don’t be afraid of the newness that the Holy Spirit works in us! Don’t 
be afraid of the renewal of structures!” (Homily, July 7, 2013, Mass 
at St. Martha in the Vatican City).
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Need for Change of Structures within the Order

12. New wine, new wineskins.  With regards to the life of the Or-
der, structures and practices have been created and adapted through-
out the history of the Franciscan movement precisely to insure that 
we might “enter into a constant process of discernment (cf. The Lord 
Speaks with us on the Road, 35, hereafter LSR; Starting Afresh from the 
Gospel, p. 11-12, hereafter SAG), to review seriously our mission, and 
to dare to experiment with uncharted paths of presence and witness 
(cf. LSR, 33).  This process of discernment to which we are called will 
necessarily require of us that we review the current situation of the 
Order, take seriously the challenges of numerical decline and aging in 
a large number of entities, while also recognizing growth and physical 
vitality in the ‘emerging regions’ of the Order, including Africa and 
Asia.  The challenge as I see it is not whether we have the wisdom 
and courage to make certain necessary changes and adaptations to 
existing structures and practices related to organization, governance 
and animation of the Order at the various levels – provinces, custo-
dies, foundations, conferences and ‘super’ conferences.  Historically, 
we have shown that we Friars Minor are capable of dreaming new 
dreams and creating new and more effective structures that help en-
sure that the starting point and center of the Gospel project: living 
the Gospel in different historical moments and cultural contexts; re-
storing the Gospel in ways that are intelligible and that draw people 
to God; and refounding our presences by undertaking difficult but 
essential processes of restructuring and/or initiating new missionary 
endeavors. These serve as the guiding principles for the way we orga-
nize our Gospel brotherhood (cf. SAG, 3). However, there is a much 
deeper process of restructuring that must take place, one that deals 
with a conversion of minds and hearts, the restructuring of each of 
us Friars Minor, allowing the Spirit of God to lead us on a path of 
constant conversion. We hear Yahweh speaking through the Prophet 
Hosea (6,6), ‘’I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice, the knowledge 
of God rather than burnt offerings.” 
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13. This same theme of the call to conversion that is to guide 
our prayers, discernment and decisions these days is also found 
in the document of the Order entitled Starting Afresh from the 
Gospel (2010, p. 10): All this entails a revitalization from within, a 
deep conversion to the Gospel and the form of life we have embraced 
by profession.  Only in this way will we be able to devise structures 
adapted to present situations, which, from a dynamic faithfulness to 
our origins, will enable us to be challenging, to ask questions of the 
men and women of today, and to propose to them a vocation that is 
thoroughly convincing. 

14. Thus, perhaps the first and more difficult task of this Ple-
nary Council, and that of the upcoming General Chapter 2015, 
and of the entire Order, is nothing *[other than] opening our 
hearts to what God wishes to speak, allowing God to transform 
us from within, and allowing the transformative power of God to 
also transform the quality of communion we share in fraternity, 
the simplification of our lives for the sake of the kingdom, our 
willingness to become more agile and mobile, responding to the 
needs of God’s people in freedom and with overwhelming justice 
and charity, and employing structures, the exercise of authority, 
as a means for creating fraternities, custodies, provinces and an 
Order that promotes discernment, service and co-responsibility 
in the fulfillment of our Gospel vocation. In these ways, we are 
able to further ensure that our institutions and practices serve for 
the strengthening of identity, fraternity, minority and simplicity of 
life reflective of God’s justice and peace, missionary evangelization 
and the ongoing experience of conversion. 

Changes in the Entities within the Order 
as a Result of Reorganizing and Restructuring

15. In recent years, a number of entities within the Order have 
initiated, are continuing or have completed processes of reviewing 
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and restructuring that are changing the map of the Order. Pre-
viously existing Provinces, Custodies (independent and depen-
dent) and Foundations have merged with other entities in order 
to strengthen all aspects of our Franciscan identity, fraternity and 
missionary activity.  Germany, which previously had 4 provinces 
now has one united province.  The former Province of St. Joseph in 
Belgium is now a Dependent Custody of the Province in the Neth-
erlands.  Six provinces and one Foundation in Spain are preparing 
for unification in January 2015, leaving in their wake a regional 
Conference that will have only four (4) entities but that will also 
host more than 800 friars.  Northern Italy, its six provinces, will 
merge in 2016 to form one province with more than 650 members.  
The United States with 7 provinces and more than 1,100 friars is 
undergoing a process of review to ensure the vitality and future 
presence of the Franciscan Order and charism in that region. This 
process could lead to restructuring and the possible reduction in 
the number of provinces.  Canada has initiated a similar process 
of dialogue between the two provinces, a process that will at some 
point need to involve all of the different OFM presences in the 
territories of Canada.  Still, at the heart of these processes, we must 
keep the focus on inner conversion so that any future structures 
will reflect who we are seeking to become in Christ. In all of these 
necessary processes, and other changes taking place within the 
Order, there is sometimes tremendous resistance. Brothers do not 
want to lose the identity they currently have inherited or created; 
they do not want to let go of the vision and practice of Franciscan 
life they believe to be holy, good, true and absolutely necessary. 
This also is true at the levels of the entities of the Order, at the level 
of Conferences and also at the level of the General government. 
But we all recognize that the world and the Church, as I have said 
earlier, are changing. These changes are not taken without much 
prayer and discernment, nor are they simply to make our lives 
more efficient and effective. They are taken out of a sincere desire 
to promote our common Gospel commitment and to ensure that 
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our lives as Friars Minor remain capable of receiving God’s invita-
tion and to move when and where the Spirit of God is leading us.

16. Reorganizing and restructuring in the life of the Order is 
not only a response to diminishment, aging and the desire to en-
sure a vital Franciscan presence for future generations in a giv-
en region. In India, the Philippines, the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Eastern and Southern Africa (the ‘African Project’ area), 
and in other parts of the Franciscan world, numerical growth and 
the youthfulness of the Order find full expression. New entities are 
being forged in response to the numerical increase of friars and 
the need for structures that ensure quality of life, of the service of 
authority and of dynamic evangelizing mission. At the same time, 
these new entities should learn from past errors committed on the 
part of the founding provinces, be they missionary or local. They 
must strive to keep themselves open to all forms of collaboration 
and cooperation with other entities of the Order, especially from 
the entities out of which they are being formed. These new entities 
must undertake the difficult task of updating their way of under-
standing authority and structures, reflecting on evolving under-
standings within the Church and the Order on the purpose and 
manner of exercising authority as a practice of justice, truth, ser-
vice and love. The new entities must strive not to simply duplicate 
received understandings and practices but must commit to un-
dertaking the arduous task of re-defining structures and roles and 
making sure these find resonance within the cultural world where 
they will be exercised. In this way, there also can take place the de-
velopment of a healthy and creative inculturation of the core prin-
ciples guiding our forma vitae. On a practical level, as new entities 
form, and as older entities merge or change, there is urgent need to 
develop a strong sense of universal brotherhood, the forging of a 
new evangelical sense of solidarity, the sharing of human and ma-
terial resources, and the development of greater mechanisms for 
transparency and responsible management of human and material 
resources. These become essential ingredients in the development 
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of new models for leadership, service, the exercise of authority that 
is relational, and the creation and recreation of the very structures 
of the Order that might be capable of transmitting our identity in 
the life of the Order, Church and world at this particular historical 
moment.

17. Change at one level of the life of the brothers and the Or-
der necessarily has consequences on all other brothers and on 
the brotherhood at the level of the entity, the Conference and 
Super-Conference and the worldwide Order. Changes occurring 
within specific entities of the Order not only affect the entities 
themselves but also affect other provinces, affect the Conferences 
and the worldwide Order.  At the level of the provinces, a new spir-
it of the universal identity of our Franciscan vocation and mission 
is slowly taking root.  The results of the sociological study and the 
questionnaire reveal a growing desire among the brothers for the 
strengthening of bonds of solidarity, interprovincial collaboration 
in all areas of our lives, the breaking down of barriers that keep us 
from moving more freely and also responsibly between different 
entities, and to be at the service of the worldwide Order for mis-
sionary projects that have been approved by the highest authority 
of the Order, the General chapters. At the level of the Conferences, 
which are constituted according to a minimum number of five en-
tities (General Statutes, Article 200.4), changes in the geography of 
provinces and independent custodies also affect the Conference 
and, according to our legislation, call into question their legitima-
cy. New thinking will be required if we are to continue to make 
ever more effective use of the structures of the Conference and 
also the Super-Conference, which have as their primary objective 
‘’the promotion of unity, coordination, and collaboration in the 
life and mission of the Order” (General Statutes, Art. 200.1). It is 
clear within the General Statutes of the Order that all of our struc-
tures are organized and oriented towards the highest level of the 
common good, the universal brotherhood. All who serve the Or-
der at the universal level are aware that their primary responsibil-
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ity is for the entire Order, even as they strive to respond to specific 
needs and help the ministers within a given region to carry for-
ward the service of animation and guarantee communication and 
communion between regions, within the Conferences, and with 
the central government of the Order.

18. One other area of renewed interest in the Order is the ques-
tion of who can exercise the major offices in the Order, namely, the 
office of Minister General, Vicar General, Minister Provincial and 
Vicar Provincial, and Custos of an autonomous Custody. Under 
the current legislation of Canon Law and the General Constitutions 
and General Statutes of the Order (Article 3), only those brothers 
who have Sacred Orders can exercise ordinary jurisdiction over 
ordained friars (priests and deacons). Since the Church counts us 
among the clerical institutes (Article 3.2). While the Church rec-
ognized that all friars are completely equal in their religious rights 
and obligations, the exception applies to a specific set of religious 
rights and obligations ‘’for those that arise from Sacred Orders” 
(Article 3.1). The Order, together with the Capuchins, and also 
with the Conventuals, has taken up this matter with the Holy See 
on various occasions but have never received any response oth-
er than that currently existing in law. The General Definitory has 
recently discussed this matter, has undertaken an initial dialogue 
with our Franciscan Archbishop, His Excellency José Rodriguez 
Carballo, OFM, former Minister General. These discussions will 
continue. We also have initiated a review of the Church’s legisla-
tion, its history, and previous efforts undertaken to explore pos-
sible changes that would allow for the election of non-ordained 
religious brothers to the major offices. Other efforts include the 
naming of 4 non-ordained religious friars to this Plenary Council 
in an effort to ensure the active presence and engagement of this 
important group of friars as we discuss and make decisions regard-
ing the number of General Definitors necessary to serve the needs 
of the world-wide Order and the process whereby they are to be 
chosen. Obviously, our discussions must also include serious and 



Plenary Council of the Order of Friars Minor

- 47 -

prayerful reflection and discernment on the state of the Order, the 
Church and the world and on how we as Friars Minor might more 
effectively live out our charism and participate in the transforma-
tion of our lives, of the Church and the world. In the meanwhile, 
all of us must renew our commitment to the principle of the uni-
versal brotherhood in which all friars are completely equal in their 
religious rights and obligations. Together with the Generals of the 
other Orders of the First and Third Order, the General Definitory 
will ask Pope Francis to encourage the Special Commission cre-
ated by Blessed John Paul II in Vita Consacrata (1996, par. 61) 
to ‘’examine and resolve the problems connected with this issue...” 
We recognize the wisdom of Blessed John Paul II in stating that He 
and the Roman Curia would ‘’ await the Commission’s conclusions 
before coming to suitable decisions in accordance with what will 
be authoritatively determined.” To my knowledge, no statement, 
document or decision of this Commission has yet been made pub-
lic. We will pursue this matter during the current mandate and 
will request the future Government of the Order to persevere in 
making known our request. This should not, however, in any way 
impede of as an Order from continuing to create and propose new 
ways to promote the dignity and equality of all brothers in the Or-
der, seeking always to allow the Spirit to transform our hearts and 
minds.

Enduring Values, Changing Forms of Expression

19. The renewed embrace and praxis of the central values of our 
identity as Friars Minor should serve as guiding principles for the 
organization of all structures and services, which we might deem 
as absolutely essential for the living out of our vocation as conse-
crated religious in the Church and the world today.  As such, “the 
structures [should fully reflect and be placed at the service of] a 
quality of Gospel life, which clarify and justify our way of acting 
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(fare), our way of living in fraternity, [and] our [carrying forward 
the evangelizing] mission [of the Church and the Order today]” 
(cf. Giacomo Bini, Allocutio Ministri Generalis, in Acta Consilii 
Plenarii, Ordinis Fratrum Minorum, in Guadalajara, Jalisco, Mex-
ico, 5-17 November 2001, p. 107).  As the opening words of the 
Instrumentum Laboris of this Plenary Council of the Order re-
mind us, “We live our vocation as Friars minor with the help of the 
fraternal structures of our Order, structures that only have meaning 
inasmuch as they are intended for the sake of the integral vocational 
animation of all the friars, and for the ecclesial service to which we 
have been called” (p. 1).

Conclusion

20. The Plenary Council has as its principle theme the “exam-
ination of the results of the detailed study undertaken by an Inter-
national Commission, with the participation of the Entities and the 
Conferences, on the general government. It will reflect and delib-
erate on the number and method of election of the General Defini-
tors (cfr. Bearers of the Gift of the Gospel, 2009, Mandate 45).  The 
decisions made regarding the number and method of election of 
the General Definitors will go into effect, ad expermentum, at the 
General Chapter of 2015 (cf. Mandates 45, 4). Two additional sub-
themes will be examined, namely the structures and the situation of 
the Order today and the challenge of friars abandoning our Francis-
can life. And yet, behind, underneath and around these themes and 
sub-themes are larger questions related to our common life and our 
prophetic witness in the world today. As we read in the final para-
graph of the Instrumentum Laboris (PCO, p. 13-14):

The criterion that can finally accompany the work of the PCO 
will be the conviction that all the structures must be at the service 
of communion and belonging to the Order: it is not simply this 
or that Province in play, this or that Conference, but the charism 
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and mission of the Order. Only a view of the Order as a whole can 
help to give us the proper balance of its individual parts and point 
to the need for different structures. All of this will help to increase 
the quality of our fraternal life, at the service of the Kingdom, ac-
cording to our vocation “to observe the Holy Gospel of Our Lord 
Jesus Christ”.

21. In conclusion, I leave for your consideration the following 
2 questions:

•	 In what ways might our understanding of the essential and 
universally-binding values of our Franciscan identity help us to 
re-think the current structures of the Order at all levels so that 
they might respond more effectively to the needs of Franciscan 
life today?

•	 How might we deepen a reflection on the nature and practice 
of roles of authority so as to promote a greater sense of co-re-
sponsibility, participation, collaboration, communication and 
creativity within the lives of the local fraternities, at the level 
of provinces, custodies, foundations, conferences and at the 
worldwide level of the Order? What essential themes should 
be included in such a discussion? What tools might we use to 
carry forward this reflection?

22. May God bless the work of all of us gathered here at this 
Plenary Council, and bless also the life and witness of all of the 
brothers of the Order!  Thank you for the work you and the con-
ferences and individual entities of the Order have done in prepara-
tion for this Plenary Council.  This pre-Council work is important 
but should not determine where the Spirit of God might lead us 
these days if we are open to God and to God’s desire always to 
renew the structures of the Order in order to renew the lives of all 
the brothers.  May all we do be guided by the Spirit of God and by 
an openness of hearts and minds to holy newness – “New Wine in 
New Wineskins”.
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