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Subject: Letter to the Ministers and Custos

Dear Minister,
Dear Custos
May the Lord give you His peace!

At the beginning of the Jubilee Year 2025, I share with you the words of the Apostle
Paul, quoted in the Holy Father’s opening of the Jubilee year: Spes non confundit. “Hope
does not disappoint.” For the love of God has been poured into our hearts through the
Holy Spirit who has been given unto us.” (Rom 5:5). I was filled with this hope in the many
expressions of God’s love that I experienced during my visits to many Entities of the Order
since the last General Chapter. It is that love that takes shape in the life and mission of the
friars. It is that love that must always be recognized, appreciated and reciprocated. It is that
love that, according to Paul's words, is poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit. This
love is the source of our hope. In these three years, I have also seen the painful side of this
love in dark places that threaten to suffocate all hope.

For these reasons, the General Definitory, in conversation with the Secretariat for
Formation and Studies, has composed a few words addressed to all the friars of our Order
involved in formation. And so, for the years 2025 and 2026, the last two years of the great
centenary of St. Francis, we will be sending out several letters to those responsible for
formation. This first letter is addressed to you, dear brother, together with your Definitory
or Council, as the primary person responsible for formation in your Entity (Cfr. CCGG art.
138).

Biblical icon

“The next day John was there with two of his disciples, and fixing his gaze on Jesus
as he passed by, he said, 'Behold the Lamb of God!' And his two disciples, hearing
him speak thus, followed Jesus. Then Jesus turned and, observing that they were
following him, said to them, "What are you looking for?" They answered him, ‘Rabbi
—which, translated, means Master — where are you staying?’ He said to them, ‘Come
and see.’ So they went and saw where he was staying, and that day they stayed with
him; It was about four in the afternoon.” (Jn 1:35-39).



In this passage from the Gospel of John we find some very important elements. First
of all, John the Baptist turns his gaze to Jesus. Fixing one's gaze on the Master and Lord is
a prerequisite for being able to show him to others and show them the way to follow.

In the first place, each of us, as Minister or Custos, is called to always keep his gaze
fixed on the Lord. It is not possible to respond well to all the needs of ongoing and initial
formation without a fixed gaze such as this. St. Francis shows us that we can fix our gaze
on the Most High Lord if we lower it towards the little ones, towards people in difficulty,
in the peripheries, like the leper, or if we lower it by looking at the creatures around us. By
lowering our gaze in this way, we raise it towards the Lord. Moreover, St. Francis shows
us that we can fix our gaze on the Lord by listening to His word, or by experiencing his
closeness and simplicity in the Eucharist.

As a Minister or Custos, you hold a twofold call: you must be like John the Baptist
who points out the way to the Lord and, at the same time, you must be like the disciples
who set out and walk the path, following the Lord. To be a formator, each one is called to
allow himself to be formed. You too are called to remain in sequela Christi like the
disciples. When asked: “What are you looking for?” your answer must spring from a desire
to be where the Lord is, to remain with him. Remember St. Francis' desire to spend time in
solitude and silence before the Lord. It is true that the Lord forms you in the events of daily
life, but he also desires to speak to you and form you through your personal meditation,
prayerful reading of his Word, and contemplation. These two aspects of your personal
formation, the active and contemplative, are inseparable.

Finally, in the passage above, we hear of two disciples who followed Jesus, two and
not one. No doubt you remember the joy that St. Francis found in journeying with his
brothers, even when fraternal life was difficult. You may also recall that Francis always
wanted to have a guardian for himself to answer to. Formation, in the Franciscan sense,
always takes place in fraternity.

Leader of the Brothers

Ongoing formation is a continuous journey first of all for the Ministers and the
Custos. In fact, “The Minister Provincial/Custos is the first to be called to live his formative
itinerary by keeping a constant and warm relationship with each Friar of the
provincial/custodial fraternity, above all by visiting the fraternities periodically” (cf.
Called to Freedom, n. 50). It is, therefore, precisely the daily fidelity to your own spiritual
life that will nourish you and motivate the formative journey of brothers and sisters under
your care. That having been said, you are also called to nourish and motivate your brothers
through administrative work and by being in relationship with them, as they face trials in
their lives and ministry.

You know well that you must be on the lookout in the brotherhood and in yourself,
for symptoms of fatigue, lack of motivation, or the abandonment of a personal prayer life.
Learn to see the signs of a crisis before it occurs, knowing that no office can safeguard a
friar from this.

Ministers and Custos, as you know, must often provide an immediate response to a
problem that arises and must respond personally to the difficult experiences that many
brothers and sisters may face. All this can wear us out and perhaps, without realizing it, we
find we have lost the energy to peacefully carry out the service entrusted to us.



Such a crisis might be seen as a call to step back and pause for reflection and perhaps
to courageously start one's journey anew. We all need personal accompaniment, rest,
prayer, study, and contact with friends, etc. In short, we are all called to take the time to
“remain with the Lord Jesus.”

Formation fraternity

Ongoing Formation includes the whole life of the friars and is not limited to the
usual meetings, such as local chapters, regular meetings of ongoing formation or formation
for different groups of the friars. Every circumstance of our life, according to the vocation
of Friars Minor, is an occasion for ongoing formation and this should be expressed early
on to the candidates and to the friars in initial formation.

In this sense, the formation fraternity has an indispensable importance. “Formation
is necessarily carried out in a concrete fraternity, the main unifying principle of which
resides in love (cf. Rb 6, 8), and should prepare the Friars and candidates to face up to the
concrete problems of fraternal life in a suitable way” (RFF 70 §2).

However, when we speak of the Formation Fraternity, we should not think only of
the Fraternities in which initial formation takes place. Every Fraternity is formative. The
Entity as a whole is also formative. I am sure that, as Minister or Custos, you are fully
aware of this, on a theoretical level and from your lived experience.

From this perspective, the importance of the person and service of the Guardian
emerges once again. I ask you to pay special attention to the formation of your Guardians,
as the first agents of ongoing formation. I remind you of the 2019 Manual for Guardians,
which also speaks of fraternal life (no. 5) and the area of formation or animation (no. 6).
Guardians are seen as your first collaborators in the field of training. In fact, the General
Constitutions emphasize: “In close union with the friars entrusted to them, the Ministers
and Guardians are to seek to build up the fraternity as a family united in Christ in which
God is sought above all things. In their practice of virtue and in their observance of the
laws and traditions of the Order, they are to be an example to the friars” (CCGG art. 45
§1). It would be good to share this text again with all Guardians, especially with the new
ones.

In the Manual for Guardians we read: “It is clearly stated that ‘the duty of making
sure that the ordinary life of the fraternity promotes formative action’ (CCGG art. 137 §2)
belongs to each friar and, above all, to the Guardian. This means that Ongoing Formation
is done in ordinary life rather than through extraordinary initiatives. Taking care of the
quality of everyday life is the true goal of Ongoing Formation” (Manual for Guardians, n.
6.4). It is clear that the quality of ordinary life depends very much on the daily
commitments of the individual fraternities and individual friars. And it is precisely here
that the Minister or Custos with his Definitory must step in. They must see to it that the
Entity's environment foster a quality of life and that it is not filled up with too many
commitments. We can’t always be in crisis mode. It is important to have a clear life plan
and mission in each Entity.

As far as Initial Formation is concerned, “all the friars in such a formation
fraternity, should be oriented towards welcoming and helping those in formation to grow
in their Franciscan vocation, even if not all of them are expressly designated as formators



or members of the ‘coetus formatorum’’ (RFF 125). Furthermore, “The formation
fraternity is a single whole, composed of those in formation, of those expressly designated
as formators and of the other solemnly professed friars that live together in making the
fraternity the privileged place of continuous conversion, of sharing a common life and of
mutual responsibility” (RFF 128).

In meetings on the development of initial formation, which we have organized in
recent years in the Conferences or at the General Curia, we learned that some initial
formation programs have inadvertently “infantilized” their candidates. It is always
necessary to form men towards mutual responsibility, as it says in the Ratio Formationis
Franciscanae. Moreover, it is your responsibility and that of your Definitory or Council,
to create Fraternities of initial formation that foster a climate of fraternal collaboration and
mutual responsibility. You cannot leave everything to the formators, the whole fraternity
must walk together through mutual formation.

If it is true that the whole Province or Custody is a formation fraternity, it is also true
that each fraternity is composed of friars with different responsibilities: among these, and
not least, there are also those more directly linked to the formation process. It is therefore
necessary to carefully choose the Secretary for Formation and Studies, the Moderator of
Ongoing Formation, the Animator of the Pastoral Care for Vocations, the Masters for the
various stages of initial formation, together with the coetus formatorum. These friars in
these offices are to help you, who are the first formator of the Entity, but it is clear that the
friars called to carry out these offices must be given your full trust.

It is the proper service of the Minister or Custos to promote fraternal collaboration
among formators, through regular meetings, with ongoing discussions about the formation
program. All this will facilitate the necessary continuity between the stages of formation.
In addition, it is your task to foster the collaboration of formators with those responsible
for Mission and Evangelization and for Justice, Peace, and the Integrity of Creation.
The meetings of the various Secretaries and Animators of the Entities, which we have had
in recent years with the Conferences, have given us some great ideas with regard to
collaboration.

Vision of Formation

As you well know, the General Statutes have asked that Conferences and Entities
draw up their own Ratio Formationis (SSGG art. 81 §3). In addition to this obligation, it is
also important to discuss these texts as an Entity, that a healthy vision of initial and ongoing
formation be maintained. For this purpose, the local Chapters, the Plenary Council, the
Definitory or the Chapter of the Entity can be used. As needed, various commissions should
also be formed that can reflect on the current situation and the vision of formation in the
Entity for the future.

In recent meetings in our Order at the international level, there emerged a desire to
rework the Ratio Formationis Franciscance. A process of reflection and discussion on
formation at the level of local fraternities and entities could help a future rethinking of this
fundamental document for formation in our Order.

In some areas, especially among those that face a decline in the number of vocations,
interprovincial formation houses are increasingly being created. It is good that formation
in these fraternities be well organized and governed by the Particular Statutes, approved by



the General Definitory, and by a formation program agreed upon by the Entities concerned,
in order to foster continuity among the stages of formation. It would also be helpful to
organize meetings of the formators of the individual Entities with the formators in the
interprovincial houses, for all to share experiences and learn more about one another and
the formation path.

Conclusion

Dear Brother, I know that there are many complicated commitments and
responsibilities that each Minister and Custos has, but formation must always be a top
priority. With this letter and with future letters that we will send to formators in the next
two years, I do not want to add to your burden, but rather help you assess the current
situation and determine actions to be taken that will help you to always maintain a solid
formation program.

Together with the brothers of the Definitory and the General Secretariat for
Formation and Studies, I wish you continued help from our Lord Jesus Christ, in whose
footsteps you have chosen to walk. May you be accompanied by the intercession of the
Blessed Virgin Mary, Spouse of the Holy Spirit, the Mother and Queen of our Order, and
the blessing of Saint Francis.

Fraternally
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