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INTRODUCTION

1. Living one’s own vocation in a context of uncertainty

The cultural changes and technological progress made in recent
decades have indeed opened up new perspectives and possibilities,
but they have also reinforced a widespread feeling of uncertainty
regarding the future of our societies. While many of the friars grew
up in a world that was still fundamentally predictable (or at least
where risks could be estimated), those who joined in the last two
decades have always had to deal with an overabundance of options
within societies with few fixed points of reference. Living out their
vocation in a context that is characterized by uncertainty brings
them face to face with new challenges: “In some parts of the world,
we are living in a “culture of indecision”, which considers lifelong
choices impossible, if not meaningless. In a world where opportunities
and options increase exponentially, reacting with choices that are
always reversible becomes spontaneous, even if this implies a constant
mortification of our wishes.”. The tendency towards “decisional
paralysis”, therefore, not only affects young people but also affects
adults who no longer know how to communicate the beauty of life-
long fidelity. Young people’s feelings of insecurity have also led to
an increased mistrust of institutions (including the Church). These
institutions struggle to win the trust of the younger generation and
to engage with them in a credible way, especially as regards their
concerns.

2. The aim of this document

This resource has been prepared by the Commission for “The
Service of Fidelity and Perseverance’, a body that the 2009 General
Chapter decided to establish, and which was reconfirmed by the

1 Pope Francis, Young People, the Faith, and Vocational Discernment. Instrumentum laboris. XV Ordinary General
Assembly of the Synod of Bishops (2018), n. 61.
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2015 Chapter (Decision n. 6). The 2015 Chapter heard a report from
the Commission regarding the work it had engaged in during the
2009-2015 sexennium. This present text builds on its ideas and how
it interpreted the phenomenon of friar departures, as well as the
constructive responses it suggested.

The aim of this resource is to reflect on the phenomenon of
friars who choose to leave the Order and especially on the
motivations behind such a decision. Starting from the premise that
this reality also raises questions for those friars who remain in the
Order, it offers themes for reflection as well as ideas for formation, in
the hope that these can help the friars to know and to interpret the
data, and in particular to encourage fidelity and perseverance.
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OF THE DATA

AN OVERVIEW



In this first part we will stick to a description of the data* and
how it should be interpreted — at this point we simply want to
UNDERSTAND the data, while the next step will be to identify

some core issues and reflect on them.

1. Total number of Departures 2003-2017

Firstly, we include a table of the statistical data in our
possession concerning departures during the 15-year period from
2003 to 2017. The table indicates the total number of departures
from the Order — both of Friars in Initial Formation as well as of
the Solemnly Professed friars. Additional detail is taken from the
official statistics that are sent to the Holy See and published annually
in Acta Ordinis.

2 In dealing with this data from the statistics of the Order, it is important to use caution because of the
following considerations: a) not all Entities regularly (annually) send us their statistics; b) the numbers
of friars who depart refer to the date of conclusion of the canonical process — this means that sometimes
the numbers refer to situations of many years standing that were resolved only in the year indicated in
the data.
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It must be said that the data is not sufficiently complete for
us to be able to engage in a very thorough analysis, but we can at

least make some remarks based on it.
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2. Friars in Initial Formation

The third column shows the number who left while in Initial
Formation, both novices and temporary professed friars.

We also consider it useful to include a column on what percent-
age of the friars in Initial Formation (Temporary Professed + Nov-
ices) departed at that stage of formation (in the 15 years from 2003
to 2017).

Total number

Year IC:CIF nr:fl;si Departures Percentage
Formation
2003 2367 246 10.5%
2004 2228 326 14.5%
2005 2191 256 12%
2006 2067 282 14%
2007 1990 222 11.2%
2008 1908 236 12.5%
2009 1828 212 11.7%
2010 1799 190 10.6%
2011 1745 222 12.8%
2012 1748 183 10.5%
2013 1769 209 11.8%
2014 1838 155 8.5%
2015 1898 181 9.5%
2016 1881 221 11.8%
2017 1925 208 10.8%
Average 1945 223 11.5%

From this comparison between the annual number of
departures of friars in initial formation and the total number in
formation, we see that (on average) 11.5% depart annually. The
percentage of departures ranges from a minimum of 8.5% (2014) to
a maximum of 14.5% (2004).
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As an initial remark, we can see that there is an apparent drop
in the numbers of temporary professed who leave — in the early
2000s the figures were higher than 250, whereas in recent years
(after 2015) the numbers decline to approximately 200 or below.
However, we must take into account the decrease in the number of
those who joined the Order in this same period, a decrease of about
18.8%, which can be compared to a corresponding decrease of
about 15.4% in the number of those who leave.

It should also be noted that departures in this phase of life as a
Franciscan should be considered as an integral part of the formation
process, because this is the stage of discerning one’s vocation as well
as deepening one’ religious identity.

During the period we considered, therefore, we do not see major
changes in the percentage of departures by friars in initial formation.
The annual average is 11.5% of the total.

3. Solemnly Professed friars

3.1 Lay friars

In the first table that we examined (above), the data in the third
column indicates the number of solemnly professed lay friars who
leave the Order yearly.

In order to better understand this data, it is important to
examine what percentage of the total number of solemnly professed
friars in the Order are lay friars — again, in the 15 years that we have
examined.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE DATA | 13



Total number Solemnly Percentage of

Year of solemnly  professed lay friars who are
professed friars lay friars

2003 13,715 2,320 16.9%
2004 13,567 2,282 16.8%
2005 13,405 2,256 16.8%
2006 13,189 2,219 16.8%
2007 13,040 2,180 16.7%
2008 12,816 2,140 16.7%
2009 12,697 2,125 16.7%
2010 12,448 2,077 16.7%
2011 12,322 2,076 16.8%
2012 12,057 2,042 16.9%
2013 11,976 1,985 16.6%
2014 11,794 1,957 16.6%
2015 11,609 1,896 16.3%
2016 11,421 1,851 16.3%
2017 11,228 1,790 16%

We can see from the table that in the period from 2003
to 2017, the proportion of solemnly professed friars who are
lay brothers ranges from 16.9% in 2003 to 16% in 2017 —
a progressive decline. We now present annual percentages
of departures of lay friars compared to the total number of departures
of solemnly professed friars in the same period. We can then make a
comparison between the two tables.
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Total

Departures Percentage
number of
of Solemnly of departures
Year all Solemnly = .
Professed lay involving lay
fri Professed .
riars d friars
epartures
2003 19 96 19.8%
2004 28 95 29.5%
2005 17 95 18%
2006 18 98 18.4%
2007 28 94 29.8%
2008 17 87 19.6 %
2009 17 80 21.2%
2010 14 84 16.7%
2011 18 67 27%
2012 19 78 24.4%
2013 9 59 15.3%
2014 15 61 24%
2015 17 52 32.8%
2016 14 74 19%
2017 13 65 20%
Average 22.36%

When we compare these two last tables, we can see that only
twice (specifically in 2010 and 2013) are the percentages consistent
with what we might expect — i.e. that the number of lay friars
departing would be 16% of the total. For all the other years (13 times
out of 15) the percentage of lay brother departures is higher than
that of the other solemnly professed friars, sometimes significantly.

This means that the percentage of lay friars who leave the Order
is on average higher than that of the friar priests who leave.
3.2 Solemnly Professed “with a clerical option”

The fourth column of the first table indicates the numbers of
departures of “Solemnly Professed lay friars with a clerical option”.
This term refers mainly to the so-called “student” friars engaged in
the final few years of their prescribed courses of theology, who have
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already made solemn profession and generally after a few years are
ordained priests. As regards to this group, the most significant
observation is that in the first half of the period (2003-2010) more
than 16 friars in an average year departed the Order, while in the
second period (2011-2017) the average is considerably lower — less
than 6 per year. Certainly, in this case too, the general decline of
the total number of candidates must be remembered. But perhaps
it might also indicate an improvement in the quality of initial
formation?

3.3 Permanent Deacons

In this category few observations can be made because of the
small numbers involved, but these small numbers are in proportion
to the number of Permanent Deacons in the Order.

3.4 Friar priests

The data in the sixth column of the first table concerns the number
of friar priests who leave the Order but continue their ministry in a
diocese as secular priests. The seventh column indicates the number
of friar priests who leave the Order for radically different life choices
(marriage, cohabitation, commitment-free lives, etc.).

While the first category has an annual average of just over 27
friars, the second has approximately 21. This means that almost 57%
of the friar priests who leave the Order choose to become diocesan
priests. This, in our view, is a very significant figure!

4. Concluding remarks

When considering the total number of Solemnly Professed
friars who leave the Order, the following brief summary can be
made: the largest and most significant share (34.6%, i.e. more
than a third of the overall figure) are friar priests who become
secular (diocesan) priests; just over a quarter (26.7 %) are friar
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priests who leave without continuing in ministry; just under a
quarter (22.2%) are lay friars; and a smaller percentage (about a
sixth, 16.5%) are Solemnly Professed lay friars ‘with clerical
option’” and a small number of permanent deacons.

m Friar priests who
become secular priests

Friar priests who
1 do not continue in
ministry

I Lay friars

Solemnly Professed
with ‘clerical option’
and Permanent
Deacons
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While in the first section we attempted to analyse our statistical
data, in this second section we will engage in a step that is more
strictly hermeneutical — seeking to interpret the data by reflecting
on it and listing some of the more important themes.

In order to deepen our reflection, we feel that some previously
collected data concerning how the friars who remain in the
Order feel about certain delicate topics (such as fraternal life, the
life of faith, etc.), might be useful. In particular, information on their
experience and what they struggle with may assist us in identifying
and understanding the motivations that have also influenced those
who chose to leave the Order.

1. The OFM sociological survey (2011-2013)

We refer to the sociological survey carried out in 2011 and
2012, involving a significant sample of the friars of the Order, and
published in 2013°:

RENATO MION sdb., Lordine dei frati minori O.EM. davanti alle
sfide della societa si interroga e si progetta. Rapporto di ricerca sullo
stato dell’Ordine (Facing the challenges of society, the Order of Friars
Minor questions itself and looks forwards. Research report on the

state of the Order), Rome May 24", 2013.

Chapter IX of this survey is entitled The OFM Today: problems
and perspectives. In part 3 of the chapter (Risk Indications and Crisis
Markers, pages 256-260), a list is provided of the topics that the
friars who were interviewed felt were the most difficult issues. The
section is divided into two parts, one focusing primarily on personal
difficulties, the other on difficulties associated with community life. It
seems to us that this is a good starting point for our interpretation
of the data.

3 Questionnaires were sent to 1,500 friars chosen as a representative sample according to age range and
the proportion of clerical or lay friars in the Order. 1,408 friars responded to the survey, a response rate
that experts consider extremely high.
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1.1 Personal difficulties

As regards difficulties of a personal nature (in particular related
to the spiritual life) the following is the final summary (from page
257 of the report):

In summary, there is a very acute awareness of possible factors
that can have a negative and troubling effect, and that can be
considered as indicating a crisis in one’s spiritual life.

o Insufficient attention given to personal prayer (mentioned by
41% of the friars interviewed) constitutes the greatest risk for
one’s own life of faith. Related to this is the practical difficulty
of....

o an excessive workload (34%) that is not always complemented
by adequate support. This situation is described as constituting

o a lack of support that should be expected from satisfactory
interpersonal fraternal relationships (30%), and from
guidance (including spiritual guidance) on the part of
superiors.

There is a clear and realistic perception of:

o a widespread bourgeois lifestyle (26%) that undermines and
weakens

o Franciscan identity (25%), which is inadequately supported
because of a

o poor understanding of it on the part of superiors (13.5%).

For 10.4% of the friars interviewed, this results in the not
uncommon occurrence of a crisis of faith.

In commenting on these observations, we can suggest some
factors indicated above that the friars consider a significant risk
in the areas of fidelity and perseverance. We especially highlight
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the first three: inadequate attention to prayer (especially personal
prayer), an unhealthy work/life balance, and difficulties in fraternal
relationships. Other significant issues include that of Franciscan
identity (incompatible with a bourgeois lifestyle), and unsatisfactory
relationships with superiors.

1.2 Difficulties in fraternal life

As regards difficulties in fraternal life, we will also focus on the
survey’s final summary (pages 259-260). In addressing specific
themes, we include some more extended excerpts from the survey
report:

In summary, when these reflections are considered what emerges
is the urgency of resolving significant problems in the area of
interpersonal relationships and vocational identity within the
fraternity. In particular:

o Giving wurgent attention and care to interpersonal
communication between the friars (horizontal) and with
their superiors (vertical). Communication that is flexible,
fraternal, respectful, and based on esteem, that can deal
with and overcome points of conflict — involving a dynamic
psycho-pedagogical relationship, characterised by charity
that is profoundly animated by a life of faith;

o The need for an ever more well-defined clarification and
deepening of the charismatic identity of the Franciscan OFM
vocation. There seems to be some rethinking and innovation
on thisissue (25.4% complain about an accentuated clericalism
in Formation and mission).

o The critical issue of a perspective on this way of life that
mirrors surrounding culture — 19.8% (one in five) report
scant esteem for Religious Life (19.8%) as an issue. This leads
us to hypothesise that young people today have a different
understanding of Consecrated Life and of Religious vocation,
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different from that which inspired previous generations to
enter the OFM. We are dealing with an identity that is conveyed
by (or perhaps distorted by) images that contemporary
advertising and culture put forward as representative of the
character of the Franciscan friar today. Therefore, it should
be the specific task of Formators to offer an accurate vision
of Consecrated Life as it appears in the documents of Church
and Franciscan teaching;

Style of government and the extent of authority; the
organisational and decision-making style present within the
fraternity. In fact, more than a fifth of the friars (23.6%) say
that a lack of organisation within the fraternity undermines
their identity and their response to their vocation. That results
in an environment of disorder where “everything is allowed”
and roles are unclear — where perhaps the authority figure
does not assume responsibility for the structural management
of the whole system as well as of its specific details;

A more delicate issue is that of not sharing in the decisions of
the fraternity (reported by 21%) precisely because this affects
the exercise of the vow of obedience and leads to isolation
because fraternal relations become less significant.

From these indications and the data that we have examined, it
seems appropriate to highlight the following six themes:

o

Fraternity: expectations and disappointments
Faith and crisis of faith

The (predominant?) importance of ministry; this is linked to
the issue of work.

Lay friars and “clericalism”.
Discernment in Initial Formation

Relationship with authority
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1.2.1 Fraternity: expectations and disappointments

Regarding causes of unease, the 2013 sociological survey states
that “the crucial factor par excellence, stated by 46% of the friars (648
of them), is the lack of interpersonal communication” (page 258).
This issue recurs across the board in the survey; whether one speaks
of prayer, ministry, fraternal life, or chastity, this finding regarding
inadequate or difficult interpersonal relationships emerges.

The data that emerged from statistics on the departure of friar
priests confirms disappointment with fraternal life (more than a
third of the Solemnly Professed who leave the Order do so in order
to become secular priests, and this figure rises to almost 57% if
friar priests alone are considered). If it is true that the fundamental
difference between the life of a secular priest and that of a friar is
fraternal life in community, the fact that more than half of friar
priests do not renounce celibacy and ministry, but choose to
continue “alone’, can be read as a statement that fraternal life has
become too burdensome or is non-existent and is a serious challenge
to the universal fraternity. However, in regard to this, it also seems
appropriate to ask: What were their expectations of community?
Only a person who has realistic expectations can make a real
contribution to the building of fraternity. In this sense, it does not
seem right to assign all responsibility to the fraternity: the individual
must educate his own expectations too.

Furthermore, it must be added that in some cases a departure
from the Order in order to become a secular priest is an indication
of a lack of discernment in Initial Formation, when perhaps this
aspiration had already emerged and was not sufficiently taken into
consideration. Itis probable, however, that in most cases this problem
is not related to Initial Formation, but instead indicates Ongoing
Formation that is defective. Perhaps the reality of fraternal life
encountered in “normal” fraternities, after the friar’s experience of
Formation houses, did not correspond to the legitimate expectations
nurtured in him by Initial Formation. If this is true, it would be proof
of the gap between Initial and Ongoing Formation.
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Fraternal life is a certainly a distinguishing feature of our
identity and, for this reason, it is the object of lofty expectations and,
correspondingly, of great disappointments too.

1.2.2  Faith and crisis of faith

The second most important factor highlighted by the sociological
analysis as being a cause of personal unease is the issue of insufficient
attention given to personal prayer (reported by 41%). This is seen as
the most significant risk for the individual’s life of faith, and “the not
uncommon hypothesis of a crisis of faith” (10.4%) confirms this.

The responses concerning the causes of unease at community
level also highlighted the issue of a poor-quality life of faith and
prayer, which 24% confirmed as one of the most frequent and
dangerous risk factors.

It seems this is one of the key points, and perhaps the heart of
the problem: a life that professes itself to be “Consecrated” finds its
meaning and its foundation in faith in God. Prayer understood as a
conscious and definite expression of a faith relationship with God,
an indispensable means for the growth of the relationship itself,
becomes one of the principal indicators of a life of faith.

It is probably a misunderstanding of Ongoing Formation (and
perhaps even Initial Formation) to take faith for granted as if it were
a requirement that can be acquired once and for all. As we know,
however, faith is a flame that must be fed daily and that always,
at every stage of life, runs the risk of being extinguished. This is
particularly true for friars who come from family or
cultural environments where religious practice is not part of daily life,
but is something out of the ordinary, or marginal. The community
dimension of faith, which is essential for all Christian growth, takes
on a decisive importance for these friars. Without a community
practice of prayer and sharing of faith in daily life in fraternity, there
is a risk that their vocational growth will be significantly
impeded because they lack the “humus”, the soil to nourish their
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journey of faith further. Intellectual formation — e.g. catechetical
teaching, or the study of theology — provides important tools to
give a more solid and reasoned structure to their faith. But since
the main Formation challenge is that of an «interconnection»
between Christian life and relationships in life (Cf. Mk 12:28-
34; RFF 106), a theological and intellectual deepening of the faith
alone cannot be enough. Even the act of faith, which is above all a
personal act, also has a community dimension, which we might call
“shared faith”. This manifests itself, for example, in the life of prayer,
which is an expression of the life of faith. Experience teaches that a
friar, moving from one fraternity to another, finds himself praying
differently, for better or worse. If the life of prayer depended solely
on one’s personal relationship with God, without any connection to
the fraternity in which we find ourselves, a friar should pray in the
same way in any situation. Our life of prayer, however, and our life
of faith are not independent from the environment we find in our
fraternities, which can help to nourish or else to even extinguish our

prayer.

One model of “shared faith” is Lectio Divina in fraternity, in which
the friars experience the beauty of sharing the resonances of God’s
Word in their lives. Another aspect is the aesthetic dimension of
faith that must not be neglected in view of perseverance in our
vocation: “the theological reason (God calls me) or the ethical reason
(doing this is the right thing) is not enough in itself to motivate a
vocational choice [...]; an aesthetical reason is also necessary.”* The
heightened sensitivity among young friars to “Franciscan beauty” in
the liturgy, personal prayer, arrangement of prayer spaces, etc., can
be a healthy challenge for all the friars, not least because it reminds
us of an important principle of our tradition. The early Franciscan
places and the Franciscan liturgy have often had this characteristic: an
incarnate simplicity endowed with a “humble” beauty! One of the
challenges in the faith accompaniment of the friars is considering
this new sensitivity, but at the same time being able to help direct it

4 A. Cencini, With Love , EDB, Bologna 1994, 47.
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towards thoughtful and simple forms of beauty, adapted to our way
of life.

1.2.3  Ministry and work.

A theme that also requires attention seems to be that of priestly
ministry, and more generally the topic of work, to which ministry
can be linked, especially in the Franciscan perspective.

In considering the statistics of those who leave, the cohort of
friar priests who leave the Order but continue to exercise priestly
ministry leads us to believe that identification with ministry has
prevailed over fraternity. One question we are led to ask is that of the
relevance of ministry in the life of a friar and more generally of the
relationship between ministry/work and fraternal life. We also note
in passing that any assessment of the relevance of priestly ministry is
influenced by a Formation that is clerical (we will discuss this later).

In Chapter II of the 2013 sociological survey, entitled “Life
of Prayer and Spirituality”, the responses given to the question on
what “Dimensions of daily life [...]impact most negatively on the
momentum of one’s spiritual life”, provide an overview of the issues
we are facing.

Confirming the figures already analysed, the most common
response is the inadequate attention given to personal prayer,
meditation, the personal relationship with God (40.8%). In second
place, we see an excessive workload and daily routine reported
by more than a third of the friars (34%). In third place, the lack
of support from one’s confreres and the absence of good fraternal
relations (30%), which we have already examined. As we said, this
theme of fraternal life appears across the board at various levels,
with different percentages, but always significant.

At this point, we wish to examine the theme of excessive
workload, which occupies second place in the number of responses.
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We refer to some considerations from Chapter II relating to the topic
of work (page 70):

Those who complain about an excessive workload are mainly
the friars in the intermediate (45 to 65) age group (reported by
34.8% = 490). They constitute almost half of this group (44.1%),
followed by 39% representing the young friars who experience
the same situation.

A statistic that goes against these figures is the low percentage
(16.1%) of elderly friars who, somewhat outside the fray of
everyday life, are less affected by this issue. Similarly, if we take
years of Profession into account, we find further confirmation in
that 53.1% of friars with fewer than 25 years of Profession report
this issue compared to 45.5% of those who have been longer in
Religious Life. The friars who carry out their mission in external
apostolic activity in contact with people are the largest group
to report this (51.8%). Only 14.1% of those who do not have
positions of responsibility emphasise this issue, while 32%
of those directly involved in the task of government do so. In
general, they are friar-priests (70%) with high or remarkably
high educational qualifications (37.8%) and for this reason, they
are required to serve in a variety of activities. Lay-friars are not
exempt; 24.9% of them judge this one of the most challenging
problems to manage. The issue is mainly to be seen in Western
Europe (35.3%) and Central & South America (23.7%). In
conclusion, there is a widespread unease that one must learn to
face, so as to learn to manage these spiritual and psychological
wounds without trauma.

The correlation between the age group of the friars who
complain of an excessive workload with that of the highest number
of departures suggests that this is a significant factor in the reasons
for leaving the Order. For some friars, a real addiction to work is
involved, something that impedes the development of other equally
essential dimensions in our lives. When this dependence is linked to
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priestly ministry, one solution might be that of leaving the Order to
dedicate oneself exclusively to ministry (or to one’s own “pathology”).

It is noted that it is above all the friars in Western Europe and
Latin America who complain of an excessive workload. We might ask
if this is related to the difficulties involved in scaling back structures
and activities — an issue that is very current in those areas of the
world.

1.2.4  Lay friars and clericalism

Statistical analysis of the data showed that the frequency of
Solemnly Professed lay friars leaving the Order is higher than that of
friar priests. This figure requires interpretation. We might speculate
that it indicates an unease linked to a crisis of identity, which can be
greater in the case of lay friars because it is not supported by priestly
ministry which (as we saw in the previous point) seems to be a
fundamental aspect for many friars.

We can add to this the fact that in the sociological survey
the issue of clericalism in formation emerges; “1 friar in 4
highlights an accentuated clericalism in his formation and
mission (25.4%). Interestingly, the author (who is a Salesian)
observes “that it is difficult for us to interpret this, perhaps because
of the specific terminology [of the OFM]” For an essentially clerical
Institute like the Salesians this concern is difficult to understand,
but for the Franciscan Order, in which priestly identity is not a
prerequisite of the charism, the reported observation has a precise

meaning and refers to the position of lay friars within the Order.

By clericalism we mean a perspective that sees the priest
friar as the norm (or default) of the Franciscan identity and
that, consequently, thinks of Initial Formation in terms of
preparation for the priesthood on a par with (and perhaps more
important than) preparation for perpetual Profession. Within this
perspective, it is normal to ask a young friar to justify his choice of
asking not to become a priest — the path to the priesthood seems
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to be “taken for granted” or “normal”. A sign of this clericalism lies
in the fact that Initial Formation programmes expressly designed
for lay friars are rarely to be seen, while the route of philosophical
and theological studies, based on that of diocesan seminaries,
seems to be the “normal” model. Perhaps then we should not be too
surprised that, some years later, many leave the Order to become
diocesan priests. In some cases (without generalising) perhaps it
is ultimately the right choice, which might not have been possible
at the beginning, but that in a clerical Formation was insufficiently
challenged.

The slow but persistent decrease in lay vocations should also be
noted, indicated by table 3 presented at the beginning. This shows that
in the 15 years studied, of the total number of Solemnly Professed the
percentage of lay friars has gone from 16.9 % to 16%. This decrease
might also be interpreted as a sign that these friars are not always
easily inserted into the Province — a kind of specific identity crisis
of the lay friar within our fraternities, due to an “imbalance” towards
a somewhat clerical identity. The slow and steady decline of lay
friars in the Order is perhaps reflected in the fact that some of the
countries that have strong growth in vocation numbers have very
few candidates to be lay friars, because almost all of them aspire
to the priesthood. This option may also reflect a desire for social
advancement and poses the question of how clear the Franciscan
identity is to young candidates.

1.2.5  Discernment in Initial Formation

Discernment in Initial Formation is something we have already
mentioned and needs to be included in any study of the phenomenon
of departures.

In processes of dispensation from Religious vows and
dispensation from priestly celibacy, the most important issue for the
Vatican Congregations is an evaluation of the quality of the initial
discernment of the Religious or priestly vocation.
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This element is crucial, although the possibility remains that the
difficulty may not have been in the area of initial discernment but
rather in regard to the subsequent consolidation of the individual’s
vocation, or because of a lack of care for it through Ongoing
Formation.

At this point we will take up some reflections from chapter V
of the sociological survey, entitled “Initial and Ongoing Formation”,
which includes the friars’ detailed judgment on the Initial Formation
they received. However, we want to caution that in this case, perhaps
more than in other areas, answers regarding Initial and Ongoing
Formation programmes are not always consistent. This makes the
task of interpretation more difficult. Also, here the limitations of the
survey become more obvious, in that it is based solely on the friars’
self-assessment, and the answers given probably reflect the ideal that
the friars have of themselves. The reality that emerges from the other
responses to the questionnaire, and from reported behaviour after
Initial Formation, demonstrates a certain inconsistency between
their ideal and what they put into practice.

Aware of these limitations, we provide the summary of this
chapter dedicated to Initial Formation (pp. 166-168).

According to the interviewees’ perception, the OFM formation
system at the Initial Formation phase seems:

1. to respond in an excellent way and as a matter of priority to
the requirements of openness and service to others, according
to the charity and spirit of the Founder.

2. In the hierarchy of priorities, five inter-connected objectives
are fulfilled in more than satisfactory ways:

o self-knowledge,

o new awareness of the responsibility to care for one’s own
personal growth

o love and service of the poor
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o recognition of having to build fraternity through fraternal
sharing

o the need to become instruments of peace.

3.But at another level, the need for more in-depth study
characterized by careful and concentrated attention emerges.
This refers to the more complete achievement of a series of
objectives related to the formation of particular personality
traits such as:

o developing mature and co-responsible freedom

Q

respecting diversity in a plurality of opinions

Q

knowing how to dialogue with everyone

Q

developing a reasonable critical sense

Q

developing mature and co-responsible freedom.

4. Other related objectives are disregarded and quite neglected
o interest in Ongoing Formation
o emotional maturity
o intelligent and effective problem resolution.

Deficiencies of a more structural nature

As well as these problems associated with the personalities
and skills of the formandi, other shortcomings emerged in a
subsequent study. These have more structural characteristics,
relating to the quality and types of relationship between
formators and formandi, the methodologies and educational
strategies used, as well as educational experience in relation to
its contact with reality and apostolic mission.
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The principal and most worrying problems were identified as
the

o poor training of formators

o insufficient formation of young friars for practical life and
their particular mission.

A sizable number of confreres highlighted this, complaining
of the lack of contact with the real problems of the people,
the isolation of Formation Houses from the life of society and
their cultural context, as well as the lack of attention to new
educational models. We might add something to the above that
could be considered the primary cause, and thus institutionally
more important — the absence of a clear educational project for
Initial Formation. Finally, for a particular group of friars, Initial
Formation does not help to prepare for Ongoing Formation.

If in some cases we can speak of a lack of means, instruments,
and structures for Formation, in others (much more seriously
even if less frequently) we see a rather weak involvement
in the educational process on the part of both formators
and formandi. Finally, situations of conflict in the interpersonal
relationships between educators and students are also an issue

To deepen our understanding of this relational formative aspect,
we were interested in truly knowing the interviewees overall
judgment of the formators that they had in the distinct phases
of their formation. The result was quite a different picture from
the one reported above. Over 4/5 of the sample appreciated
their formators’ serious and competent commitment to their
mission. They proved to be faithful witnesses and masters of
spiritual life, ready to listen to others, maintaining calm and
open relationships, in a collaborative style of people working as
a team. It was also interesting to note how, in the face of this
time of rapid changes, formators were seen by 2/3 of the sample

INTERPRETING THE DATA | 33



as men who did not view their time in history with mistrust and
pessimism.

The more critical and more frequent observations arising out
of the subsample of younger friars and contemporary formandi
take on particular importance in this complex of mostly positive
judgments.

What can be seen in these results is, therefore, a certain
ambivalence that oscillates between a favourable judgment in
respect of the personal commitment and the witness of life of the
formators, and a negative judgement as regards their preparation for
this ministry. There is also an apparent contrast between the overall
favourable judgment of the Formation system and its objectives, and
the more negative judgment on the inadequate Formation of young
friars in the areas of practical living and their specific mission. It is
possible that in Initial Formation more than elsewhere, there is a
more noticeable inconsistency between the ideal and the real.

1.2.6 Relationship with Authority

One last point that we wish to highlight is that of relationships
with authority.

Let’s look at two sections of the sociological survey: in chapter IX,
mentioned above, where we speak of Risk Indications and Crisis
Markers (p. 259), the style of government and the organisational and
decisional character present within the fraternity is identified as a
problem.

“More than a fifth of the friars (23.6%) say that a lack of organisation
within the fraternity undermines their identity and their response
to their vocation. That results in an environment of disorder where
“everything is allowed”, where the authority figure does not assume
management responsibility but is reported as rather liberal. This is
even more accentuated by 44.9% of the young friars under 45 (8
points higher than the corresponding average of 36.5%), followed
by middle-aged (33.1%). It is a concern of 56.9% of those with
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fewer than 25 years of Religious Profession, and of fraternities
of mainly apostolic life (53%), especially in Central and South
America (32.5% compared to 23.7% on average)”.

A further problem emerges in the part of the survey that analyses
the difficulties related to the vow of obedience, in Chapter III “The
Charismatic identity of Consecrated Life in the OFM” (page 115):

The prevalence (in regard to the vow of obedience) of individualistic
values of personal autonomy (36%), associated with modernity, is
freelyrecognised. Thereis, in fact, a clear awareness of the difficulties
in living this vow today. It is no longer seen as discernment of God’s
will (45%), but only in terms of self-sufficiency, of not having ties
that constrain or threaten one’s freedom. There is a perceived lack
of deep interpersonal communication with superiors (31% = 436),
highly correlated to the belief of their inability to manage authority
(the superiors are either too weak or too authoritarian) (32%). This
is a gap that perhaps is being remedied today within Religious Life
through more adequate preparation of those in charge. Here again,
the discourse of interpersonal relations (in part mentioned above)
returns no longer among the friars of equal rank, but rather in the
vertical relations of authority, which today require a lot of prudent
competence in the management of leadership within communities
of Consecrated Life”

The theme of fraternal relations and the difficulties related to
them re-emerges. We have noted that this issue cuts right across
this study, not just in the more specific topic of the management of
authority, where the complaint, especially from the younger group,
is of a climate in which “everything is allowed” This can be seen
as a significant plea for the promotion of a better aptitude for true
“government” of the fraternity, which must be attentive to people
and in dialogue with them. But above all, it seems that the most
significant complaint is the absence of this kind of government,
rather than bad practice in government.
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2. Other Considerations

As we said, the observations we have mentioned so far have
mainly come from the sociological survey published in 2013.

We now wish to add some considerations as regards the probable
causes of departures that the survey did not address (or simply
mentioned).

The emotional dimension deserves attention, specifically
focusing on the area of sexuality. It is true that, as we have said
above (in point 1.2.1), there are expectations and disappointments
associated with fraternal life and these certainly are connected to
the emotional dimension. Nevertheless, it is also true that among
the reasons given for leaving the Order, we frequently see “falling in
love” and/or sexual relations and their consequences — which are
not only the birth of a child, but also the bond and the responsibilities
that can arise from such relationships.

Inthiscontext,areflectionontheemotional maturity of candidates
as well as that of the professed friars seems essential, remembering
that when it comes to emotional balance, we can take nothing for
granted, and nothing as being definitively acquired. A person who
may have spent years that were peaceful from this point of view and
demonstrated a healthy emotional maturity over a prolonged period
of life can enter a period of crisis (or even “temptation”, if seen from
another point of view) in which this balance seems to be less steady.
No one is immune from the possibility of emotional “slippage”, at
any age in life (“geriatric romances” can be a reality).

It is, therefore, a question of assisting each friar to become
more aware of this vital dimension of our life and developing the
habit of dialoguing about these issues with people of trust. This
should happen before difficulties arise, so that these healthy helping
relationships can be engaged in times of need. In this area, perhaps
even more than any other, it is difficult to overcome difficulties on
one’s own. The help of someone competent and reliable is needed.
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More specific sexual issues do not always have to do with a
significant experience of falling in love. In this regard, perhaps
a renewed attention to the ascetic dimension and the capacity for
renunciation would be helpful — approaches which, although
insufficient in themselves, are still necessary in order to live the vow
of chastity. In this regard too, a stronger contrast to the culture of
“everything is permissible, always” should be encouraged.

In some individual cases (but not always) this discussion can be
linked to the broader theme of “addictions” When we speak about
addictions, we mean the psychological and sometimes physical
habit of addiction and dependence on substances, habits, or harmful
behaviours.’

We note that the problem of addiction may be present when
an individual is no longer able to do without something or manage
the consumption or enjoyment of a substance in a reasonably free
manner — of course we recognise that drinking a glass of wine
occasionally does not mean we are alcoholics. The problem arises
when we can no longer do without it, and this begins to damage
our freedom. In all these cases, we are talking not isolated episodes,
but the development of a damaging habit. Unfortunately, one of the
characteristics of people with addictions is that they often deny this
need, saying to themselves: “I can stop whenever I want” Such a
statement is said as a means of self-reassurance but is often not true
— the path to recovery becomes possible only when the individual
recognises that there is a problem.

All of these dependencies, aside from being a problem in them-
selves, are often symptoms of more profound complications or dis-
ease, which must be brought into consciousness and faced so as to

5 There are many well-known examples, some of them also affecting the friars to a greater or lesser extent. A socially
accepted form of dependence is the smoking habit, which despite having well-known negative consequences for
health continues to be used by many. Another well-known form of addiction is alcoholism; yet another addiction is to
pornography, nowadays so widely available on the internet. In some countries another greatly increasing dependence
is addiction to gambling, in its various simpler or more elaborate forms, also widely available online. Drug addiction
is a well-established issue, with varieties of legal and illegal drugs, and with new substances emerging all the time.
Another example is a pathological dependence on food, or food disorders, which take the form of bulimia, anorexia
etc.
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be able to attempt a path towards the recovery of one’s freedom. In
addition, sometimes the “problematic” individual within the frater-
nity is only the “symptomatic” element of a problematic system; the
weakest link in an entire chain that requires attention. In these cases,
the chain that must be considered is the whole fraternity, with its
styles of relating.

And in this case too, we recognise the need to ask for assistance
from others and to accept the offer of support that comes from those
who are interested in the real good of the person.

In our fraternities, offers of assistance ought to come from the
individual’s confreres, and in particular from the Guardian when
the problem becomes evident. But we know that sometimes the
friars do not notice a confrere’s dependencies, or if they are aware,
justify them as “peculiar habits” or “personal characteristics”. Often,
when a friar’s problems lead him to decide to leave the Order, the
friars of his fraternity say that they were unaware that anything was
the matter. This is true not only in cases of addictions (which less
frequently lead to requests to leave the Order) but also in cases of
emotional involvement with others, as was mentioned earlier.

In each case, both when we do not notice an issue and when
we justify the unjustifiable, it seems to trigger a kind of complicity,
arising from a mistaken notion of discretion. It appears that friars
think “it’s none of my business” or “I must not judge my brother” and
therefore avoid addressing the problem. Cain’s question appears in
us: “Am I my brother’s keeper?” Sometimes even a distorted feeling
of solidarity emerges, whereby the activities of the problematic
brother are justified, and even defended against superiors or other
friars, lashing out at those who raise the issue.

Of course, we are not called to be indiscreet or to be
intrusive in dealing with the affairs of others. However, there is a level
of fraternal involvement which no member of a fraternity should
evade. If I notice a brother’s problem, in addition to talking to the
person concerned, it would be useful to speak in a constructive way
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with the leader of the fraternity itself, not as gossip but as a form
of help for the brother who needs it. All this brings us back to the
existence of a fraternal climate, something that we must promote
and nurture in our communities.

Finally, we must not forget that fraternity cannot always solve
or deal appropriately with all of the friars’ problems: sometimes the
most loving form of care for our brother is to accompany him in
seeking external expert help.
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Having taken a look at the data and reflected on possible
interpretations, in this last part we would like to propose some
“strategies” for the short term. Given the diversity of cultural contexts
and the complexity of each individual case, the intent of this booklet
is not to judge the friars who leave the Order and then come up
with a set analysis — much less with hasty solutions. Instead, our
reflections and questions are an invitation to enter into dialogue at
the various levels of the Order regarding the theme of departures
from the Order — without falling into the traps of moralising or
of being alarmist, and without adopting an attitude of indifference
to the difficult experiences involved in such departures (for all
the friars concerned). With that in mind, it would be desirable
that the following proposals be used in a process of discussion
and sharing among us; initially at the level of the Conferences of
Provincial Ministers, who would then be invited to suggest proposals
to their individual entities, especially to those responsible for the
accompaniment of Under 10s (SPUTYs), as well as to the Moderators
of Ongoing Formation, and to Guardians.

1. Deepening the integral relationship between Ongoing and Initial
Formation

In a context characterized by uncertainty and by the provisional
nature of decision-making (as we have said above), the task of the
accompaniment of the individual Friar in his Formation journey is a
very demanding challenge for all the parties involved (friars in Initial
or Ongoing Formation, Formators, Guardians, and Ministers). In
some cases, the temptation is to simply resign ourselves and
surrender to a very pragmatic vision of Formation, in other cases
perhaps the risk is to be too directive in reacting to new Formation
situations. Precisely for this reason, some recent documents of the
Church underline the importance of an integral view of Formation
that goes beyond the simple binary choice of “laissez-faire” or
an older formalism. A recent document of the Holy See which,
although it is expressly dedicated to formation for the priesthood
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may nevertheless be applied to the Formation of all the friars, puts
it this way:

The concept of integral formation is of the greatest importance,
since it is the whole person, with all that he is and all that he
possesses, who will be at the Lord’s service in the Christian
community. The one called is an ‘integral subject, namely someone
who has been previously chosen to attain a sound interior life,
without divisions or contradictions. It is necessary to adopt an
integrated pedagogical model in order to reach this objective: a
journey that allows the formative community to cooperate with
the action of the Holy Spirit, ensuring a proper balance between
the different dimensions of formation.®

It is true that in some cases the departure of a friar is a logical
consequence of a lack of discernment in the early stages of his
Formation, but there are also other cases in which the friars have
lost their original vocational integrity — perhaps because of an
environment in fraternity that does not promote the necessary
maturation of their Franciscan identity. These are the cases that
should make us reflect and be ready to question ourselves. How
can we improve vocational discernment in the various stages of the
Formation process? How can we introduce all the friars, especially
those in Ongoing Formation, to a genuine experience of Christ?
To a faith experience that alone is able to counterbalance our
societies’ strong tendency towards relativism and polarization? How
to educate towards a faith that is able to communicate itself,
both within the fraternity (in our sharing with the brothers) and
outwards, in dialogue with the world of today? How to assist the
maturation of the friars’ faith towards a spirituality deeply rooted
in the mystery of Trinitarian love, while at the same time being
open to the new challenges brought by technology, and especially
by social and ecological realities? In short, how can we help the friars
to develop a dynamic Franciscan identity that does not conclude at
Solemn Profession, but continues to deepen precisely through their

6 Congregation for the Clergy, The gift of the priestly vocation. Ratio Fundamentalis Institutionis Sacerdotalis (2016),
n. 92,
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mission and their professional commitments in the context of today’s
world? Our interpretation of the statistical data shows that the
difficulty that the lay friars experience in deepening their Franciscan
identity is due in large part to a lack of awareness of this Franciscan
identity within the fraternity — although we should share a common
Franciscan Identity, whether as priests or lay friars.

2. Towards a relational model of authority

While many friars who ask for a dispensation from their vows
indicate that the official cause of their leaving is because of having
established an exclusive relationship with another person, a closer
look reveals that almost always some disappointment regarding
other areas is associated with the beginnings of their vocational crisis
— the quality of relationships within the fraternity, and the way in
which authorities in the Province reacted to their crisis, are the factors
that recur most frequently in the data, but these are certainly not the
onlyfactors. Itistruethatvery often the friars themselveshad excessive
or unrealistic expectations of their fraternities; it may also be that
they use these rationalizations to justify their decision to leave. But
given that even the friars who remain in the Order report a certain
unease at how community life is organized, and also at the quality
of their communication with those responsible for their fraternities,
the criticism of the friars who leave should not be underestimated.

Could it be that today the friars’ pastoral activities and social
commitments require greater flexibility and mobility, and that
this is not always taken into account at the levels of planning and
communication within the fraternity?

If we notice a decreased energy as regards fraternity
commitments, do we have the courage to enter into dialogue with
the members of the fraternity in order to find more appropriate ways
to encounter each other?
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Have there been attempts to ask for external help to accompany
certain difficult situations in fraternity (help from Definitors
or other qualified people)?

For some time now in the Order, we have been talking about a
more focused training for those who serve as Guardians, especially
since this service is not conceived of solely in terms of management,
but also of animation and care for the life of faith of the friars. How
are the friars who are currently serving in this demanding role in our
fraternities trained and accompanied?

Recent Church documents remind us that one of the current
challenges for Consecrated Life consists precisely in the development
of new forms of leadership better suited to the transitional situation
in which Consecrated Life finds itself today. The service of authority
is still possible today, but only on the basis of a shared Provincial
plan, of criteria shared by the friars, and with a communication
style addressed to the members of the Province that is both clear
and empathetic. In speaking of the departure of friars, perhaps
one of the challenges is to find the proper balance between two
aspects — on the one hand a gradual and consistent formation of
the friars towards a mature conception of obedience as openness to
mutual listening, as a shared discernment of the will of God involving
solidarity with the real needs of the fraternity, and on the other
hand the willingness to develop a style of leadership that has the
characteristics of Gospel-inspired service, and is open to responsible
sharing with a common plan in view. All this is well expressed in the
Holy See’s document, New Wine in New Wineskins:

In the broader view of consecrated life since the Council, we have
passed from the centrality of the role of authority to the centrality
of the dynamic of fraternity. For this reason, authority must be at
the service of communion; a true ministry to accompany brothers
and sisters towards conscious and responsible fidelity. In fact,
discussion among brothers or sisters and the listening of individual
people becomes an essential place for the evangelical service of
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authority..... The challenge of the relationship between superiors
and subjects is the responsible sharing of a common project.”

3. Training for Ministers, Guardians, Formators, Spiritual Guides,
Animators of the Pastoral Care of Vocations.

A key term in the language of the Order regarding Formation
is “accompaniment” The accompaniment model involves a
fraternal relationship. This means being close to others, being
acknowledged as brothers, as men with something important in
common. Accompaniment understood in this way provides an
opportunity for all the friars (not just Formators) to be committed
to something that is not extraneous to our lives but is actually an
aspect of our fraternal life (at times quite demanding) and is part of
the fraternity’s mission.

For us friars, accompaniment is understood at two levels:

1. Group accompaniment - basically, this is carried out
throughout the life of the fraternity, with particular attention
to local fraternity Chapters or fraternal gatherings.

2. Personal accompaniment by the friars in charged with this
duty: Ministers, Guardians, Formators and Spiritual Guides
(Cf. RFF 92. 98-104).

Group accompaniment means the fraternal accompaniment
that we reciprocally offer each other, by the very fact that we live in
a fraternity and not alone. Because of this, other friars are involved
in each stage of our lives — from the time when we enter the Order
until we come to the end of life — and they are a support for our
growth in vocational fidelity.

Personal accompaniment, instead, focusses on one’s relationship
with various “institutional” figures — the Minister, Guardian,
Formator, Spiritual Guides, Vocations Promotors. All of them have

7 CICLSAL, New Wine in New Wineskins: The consecrated life and its ongoing challenges since Vatican II.
Guidelines (2017), nos. 41-42.
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a task that, without discounting the “organizational” aspect (e.g.
the Provincial responsibility for the assignment of friars) is above
all one of vigilance, custody, care — visiting, exhorting, comforting,
and admonishing the friars. Hence, the relationship between the
institutional representatives and the friars is based on interpersonal
relationships that extend beyond the organizational, legal, or
administrative areas. Since personal accompaniment is concerned
with interpersonal relations between the Minister, the Guardian,
etc., and the friars — relationships that are always sensitive, as we
have already pointed out — the role of those who accompany the
friars demands competence in a variety of aspects of human and
fraternal relationships. Therefore, it is necessary to give resources
to the training of those whose role involves accompaniment, so that
they can acquire at least some of the skills necessary for managing
relationships in the daily life of an Entity or a fraternity.
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1. Working with the Under-10 friars on the theme of Franciscan
identity.

During the first 10 years after their Solemn Profession, the friars
often find themselves confronted with the difficulty of developing a
Franciscan identity that can weather the challenges and pressures of
everyday life, including those that derive from their pastoral life and
work. Because of this, these friars seek models who can help them to
achieve a proper balance and to integrate their Franciscan identity
into who they are.

For this reason, a first response to the phenomenon of
departures could be the provision of Formation Programmes for
friars Under-10 (particularly at Conference level) that focus on the
theme of Franciscan Identity.

An aspect to be explored could be a conception
of Religious Vows not so much from the moral or ascetic standpoint,
but as an opportunity for growth in the integration of
ones own Franciscan vocation and ones daily life. The
Under-10 friars would be invited to reflect and share on how they
perceive their Franciscan identity. For example, what joys and
difficulties do I currently experience in my Franciscan life? What
helps me to grow in my vocation? What are my moments of doubt
or crisis? What makes me continue in this vocation despite the
difficulties I have encountered?

The goal would be to make the Under-10 friars more aware of
their responsibility for their own vocation and to communicate a
more mature and operative concept of Fidelity and Perseverance,
viewed as serving a gift that has been received. Ultimately, maturing
in one’s Franciscan identity is possible only when one’s perspective
is hopeful. Therefore, we should propose a realistic perspective of
hope to them, based on how living out our values is possible within
a context that also may limit this capacity.
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Such limits, for example, may include the difficulty of
dialogue between different generations of friars, which can become a
reason for leaving. Sometimes these generational misunderstandings
are only at the exterior or formal levels — nonetheless, it is important
to be able to enter into communication and dialogue, sharing the
different sensibilities involved. If guidelines for the Formation and
accompaniment of Under-10 friars do not yet exist at the level of
the individual Provinces or Conferences, it would be very useful to
draw up these guidelines with a view to possible Inter-Provincial
cooperation in the Formation of Under-10 friars.

2. Reflecting and sharing on CRISIS as an opportunity for making
a second vocational choice.

The answers that the friars gave in the survey (Cf. Part 2 of this
booklet) have revealed difficulties in regard to communication
and sharing in fraternity. Often a kind of impasse or a blockage in
relationships comes about, resulting in a diminished capacity to
achieve a level of sharing that could also embrace those times when
an individual friar feels fragile or in crisis. A friar who is dealing
with a crisis of vocation, and who lives an environment where there
is poor communication, will hardly be able to find the courage to
open himself to the friars of his fraternity and entrust himself and
his difficult situation to them.

One way of overcoming these shortcomings could be for
extraordinary and ordinary Ongoing Formation programmes to
include sessions on communication and sharing on themes closer
to the real-life situations of the friars. The friars could be invited to
share on themes such as: how can I respond to the difficulties in my
current fraternity, while also acknowledging the riches that I can see
there too? How could we improve the quality of communication and
deepen relationships in the community? What are the reasons for
some friars being on the margins of the community? What kind of
dialogue do we try to maintain with them?
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Also, at the level of extraordinary and ordinary Ongoing
Formation, a presentation could be made on the theme of
vocational crisis and the inevitability of a «<second decision» as part of
the vocational journey of each of the friars. St. Francis (Cf. Letter to
a Minister) and St. Clare (Cf. Letters to Agnes of Prague, etc.), as well
as other authors from the Franciscan ascetical-mystical tradition,
speak explicitly about the possibility of a crisis occurring on the
path to spiritual growth. This might encourage the friars to share
about their own times of crisis and how they found the courage to
stay in this vocation.

Obviously, careful preparation is needed before opening
up this theme, and the establishment of an atmosphere of
trust and confidentiality is essential for real sharing. The aim
would be, on the one hand, to normalize the fact of spiritual and
vocational crisis, while on the other hand, communicating a more
positive image of staying (rather than escaping) during the time of
crisis. As various authors point out, the word “crisis” comes from the
Greek word “krinein” which means “to sift” and “to winnow”, in a
positive sense — to separate what is redundant from what is sound
and has life. A crisis should make us not just vigilant, but above all
attentive to the signs of new life within us and around us. Obviously,
in this context it should also be remembered that a crisis is usually
not overcome on one’s own. Very often, emerging from anguish
and loneliness and opening up to another is already the first step in
breaking out of the crisis. It would therefore seem necessary to raise
awareness among the friars about the importance of seeking help
in good time — from a confrere, a spiritual director, or someone
with professional qualifications (psychological and/or medical) as
necessary.

3. To propose fraternities for a period of “Franciscan renewal”

As has been pointed out, the decision-making process towards
vocational fidelity does not end with Solemn Profession but
continues throughout all of life. Consequently, what has been
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said about the Formation of the Under-10 friars is valid for all
the friars. However, the statistical data shows that the number of
departures peaks in the cohort of friars aged between 35 and 50. The
reasons of this phenomenon are varied (Cf. part two of this booklet)
— looking back and weighing up life to that point; mid-life crisis; an
excessive workload; an awareness that the window of opportunity to
start afresh in a different way of life is closing ..... etc. In this regard,
one could reflect on how it might be possible at this stage to offer a
period of time to the friars when they can pause®, take stock, and
benefit from Franciscan renewal.

Furthermore, it would be important to present this as
an opportunity open to any friar who wishes to deepen his knowledge
of the Franciscan charism and make the connection between their
self-knowledge and our charism. The motivation for taking this time
to evaluate their vocation should be positive; such a programme can
be made welcoming and attractive to the friars, providing animation
and help in prayer, as well as accompaniment. This period of
‘Franciscan renewal could be offered, for example, during transition
from one ministry to another, or from one community to another
(crises can sometimes occur in these liminal times — or simply
questioning the significance of life thus far).

While aware of the complications of various kinds that the
establishment of such a programme could entail, we invite the
Conferences of Ministers Provincial or even individual Provinces/
Entities to reflect on the possibility of providing an experience of
rest and Franciscan renewal (the duration of which would
depend on the individual) to the friars who wish to deepen their
“second decision”, spiritually and existentially. For this purpose,
it would be necessary to identify fraternities suitable and willing
to take on this ministry and service, capable of offering more
effective spiritual accompaniment and - if necessary - also offering
professional help.

8 The term “moratorium” has been used by the Order to indicate such a period of rest (Cf. Mandate No. 10 of the 2009
General Chapter, in Bearers of the Gift of the Gospel, and A pause to discern. A resource of the OFM General Definitory
for the Moratorium (January Ist, 2010).
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Maybe existing Franciscan places and sanctuaries could be
considered, perhaps gathering a team of friars who have the
resources and skills to offer quality accompaniment. Given the
diversity of situations in the Order, it would be the task of
Conferences, or even of individual Provinces, to work out the
practical implementation and modality of this “time of Franciscan
renewal’, and to make connections between those responsible for
the friars who ask to have this experience, and the fraternities ready
to welcome them.

4. Develop programs for the specific preparation of Ministers and
Guardians

The data and interpretation that have been presented show
that friars in a vocational crisis very often need not only personal
accompaniment from a spiritual director or a professional, but also
a real rapport with the Order’s institutional representatives, because
it is in relationship with them that the friar’s sense of belonging can
“heal” and re-establish itself. Given the sensitivity of the Minister
or Guardian’s task in this situation, in which there is a combination
of more personal aspects and issues that are more institutional, this
service cannot be simply left to the intuition or improvisation of
the individual Minister or Guardian. As already expressed above,
a more specific preparation is needed.

It is therefore proposed that, at the Conference level (in
collaboration with the whole Order), programmes for the more
specific preparation and training of Ministers and Guardians should
be established. This is in view of the very specific accompaniment
that is part of their role and is quite different from that provided by
Formators or Spiritual Directors.

According to the diverse circumstances, concrete needs, and the
cultural and juridical situation in the Conferences, such programmes
could address a wide variety of issues. However, the following three
areas would be essential in a good programme:
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o the area of the animation of fraternity: training in the
collaborative  preparation of a common life project;
management of local Chapters or other meetings; conflict
management and ordinary relationships, etc.

o the area of personalized accompaniment: training in empathic
listening; the discernment of the motivations and ideals of the
friars with whom he is engaged; skills and a breadth of vision
in the accompaniment of those in crisis and in the process of
a “second decision”; clarity as regards the essential aspects of
Franciscan identity, etc.

o Legal and administrative area: training in the necessary sKkills
regarding their administrative responsibilities, the extent and
limit of their authority, the risks associated with the life of the
friars of the Entity/Fraternity, bearing in mind its interaction
with the surrounding society and culture, civil legislation, etc
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CONCLUSION

Having taken a look at the data, and having presented possible
interpretations and proposals for action, all that remains for us is
to acknowledge the limited nature of our attempt to go beyond
the simplistic analyses, and the facile solutions that are often the
response to a phenomenon that is complex, and can never be fully
explained solely on a rational level.

Binding oneself in a definitive way and freely saying one’s ‘yes’ is
not easy for anyone, given the fragmentary nature of contemporary
life, and if we do succeed, it is due to Jesus Christ, who gave himself
without reserve to become the definitive ‘yes’ of the Father in this
world (Cf. John 3:16). Vocational fidelity is only possible for those
who are able to discover that Christ is the ‘whole in the fragment’ of
his life (Cf. H.U. von Balthasar).

In this sense, we hope that the incompleteness of this resource
can be a springboard for all who read it, raising new questions and
reflections, bringing a greater sensitivity to the issue, and not least, a
willingness to act, where and when this is possible. If this happens,
then the objective of this booklet will have been amply achieved.
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RESOURCES FOR A REFLECTION PROCESS
To aid sharing and discussion, the following texts and reflection
questions are provided.

Sections A and B can be used to stimulate reflection at Conference,
Provincial, and Custodial levels.

Section C offers resources for a broader reflection as part of an
Ongoing Formation programme.
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SECTION A

The context in which we live, and how departures affect us

“I Brother N.N., with firm faith and will: vow to God, the Holy and
Almighty Father, to live all the days of my life in obedience, without
anything of my own and in chastity” (Formula of Profession)

“In some parts of the world, we are living in a “culture of indecision”,
which considers lifelong choices impossible, if not meaningless. The
tendency towards ‘decisional paralysis”, therefore, not only affects
young people but also affects adults who no longer know how to
communicate the beauty of life-long fidelity.” (Cf. Introduction)

1. Do you recognise a “culture of indecision?

2. How can more senior friars avoid buying into the prevailing
culture of provisional commitment and instead experience
and communicate the beauty of a life-long commitment?

3.In what ways have you been affected by the departure of
friars? Has their departure raised questions about your own
vocation?

4. Can you give honest and fulfilling reasons for staying?
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SECTION B

Four Concrete Proposals

1. Working with the Under-10 friars on the theme of Franciscan
identity.

o What experiences have been organised at this level and
how can the theme of Franciscan Identity be deepened for
the Under-10 friars?

Do these experiences provide space for an honest and open
discussion on departures from the Order and the reasons
for this?

2. Reflecting and sharing on CRISIS as an opportunity for
making a second vocational choice.

o How can we create a climate of trust so we can reflect
together and share about “crisis” as an opportunity for a
“second decision” in regard to our vocation?

3. To propose fraternities for a period of “Franciscan renewal”

4. Develop programs for the specific preparation of Ministers
and Guardians

o The above four proposals are made in this document; in your
entity would resources, personnel and energy be available to
implement these proposals?

o What other proposals do you have to promote fidelity and
perseverance in our way of life?
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SECTION C

Six issues recur in this document:

1. Fraternity: expectations and disappointments, difficulties in
fraternal relationships.

2. Faith and crisis of faith; inadequate attention to prayer
(especially personal prayer)

3. The predominant importance of ministry; an unhealthy work/
life balance.

4. Franciscan identity; Lay friars and “clericalism”

5. Discernment in Initial Formation; commitment to Ongoing
Formation

6. The service of authority; unsatisfactory relationships with
superiors

1. Fraternity: expectations and disappointments

GGCC ART. 9
§3 Ministers, Guardians and all friars are to remember that chastity
is preserved more securely when charity thrives in community life;

therefore, they are to give great attention to fostering brotherly love
in the fraternity. Cf. PC 12.

ARTICLE 40

Every friar is a gift of God to the fraternity. Therefore, even though
they possess different characters, cultures, customs, talents, abilities
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and qualities, the friars are to accept one another just as they are and
as equals, so that the whole fraternity may become a privileged place
of meeting with God.

ARTICLE 42

§1 In order to promote fraternal union all the more, the friars are
to anticipate one another in mutual love, serve one another with a
ready heart, encourage useful undertakings and rejoice when the
work of others is successful.

§2 The life of fraternal fellowship demands the following from the
friars: a single-minded observance of the Rule and Constitutions;
a similar lifestyle; sharing in the activity of the life of the fraternity,
especially in common prayer, evangelisation and domestic duties;
and the handing over of all financial gains for the use of the fraternity,
whatever their source.

Do you recognise yourself and your brothers in the above
articles from the General Constitutions?

« Do we hold each other to account in regard to the “mutual
contract” we have by virtue of our vow to live according to
the Rule and Constitutions? Or do we have an unspoken
code of silence?

« Can you give an honest and objective assessment of your
experience of fraternity life?

o “Chastity is preserved more securely when charity thrives
in community life” — does poor quality life in fraternity
lead to friars seeking support and understanding elsewhere?

« What would be useful in making our fraternities more true
to the spirit of our General Constitutions?

« How could we improve the quality of communication and
relationships in the community? What are the reasons why
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some friars remain on the margins of the community? What
kind of dialogue do we try to keep with them?

2. Faith and crisis of faith — attention to the life of prayer

GGCC ARTICLE 29

The contemplative dimension of our Franciscan vocation is to be
encouraged even by new forms of prayer; these should respond to
the sensitivity of today’s world so that the willingness to pray might
be increased as well as projects for community and individual prayer.

ARTICLE 28

§1 Keeping in mind that all temporal things must be subordinate to
the spirit of holy prayer and devotion, the friars are to take care that
this spirit suffers no harm from an excess of activity.

§2 In order to keep in their hearts the good things that the Lord
reveals to them, the friars are to exercise a necessary discretion in
the use of the communications media.

o The recent Plenary Council of the Order emphasised
“Contemplative Fraternity in Mission”. Can you think of a
friar or friars who embodied that spirit of contemplation
with a strong spirit of mission? Is this possible for you?

 Does the fraternity foster a healthy life of prayer and see it
as a priority?

o Can we see crisis of faith in the positive sense of an
opportunity to grow and mature in our faith and in our
relationship with God?

« When prayer is neglected, then fidelity and perseverance
are weakened — is that your experience?
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3. The predominant importance of ministry; unhealthy work/life
balance.

GGCC ARTICLE 77

§1 The friars are to strive to have the habit of working. They can
exercise their own craft, “if it is not against the good of the soul and
can be performed honestly”.

§2 The friars are to be attached to no specific work, as if it were their
own, even if they have laboured at it for a long time; they are always
to be ready to give up places and undertakings and to take on new
and necessary tasks.

ARTICLE 79

§1 In selecting any work or service, account is to be taken of fraternal
life, both at local and provincial level from which no friar may
exempt himself. Account is also to be taken of the talents of each
friar in such a way that an activity may be taken on and carried out
co-responsibly in fraternity, in accordance with the dispositions of
the particular Statutes.

« Is an excessive workload a feature of your life?

« What are the reasons for this —
o fewer friars so you have to take on more roles?
o Your own tendency to overwork or even to workaholism?
o The fact that other friars do not pull their weight?

« How can we achieve a proper work/life balance?

« Can work be an escape from fraternity or from prayer?
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4. Franciscan identity; Lay friars and “clericalism”

CCGG ARTICLE 1

§1 The Order of Friars Minor, founded by St. Francis of Assisi, is
a fraternity. In this fraternity the friars follow Jesus Christ more
closely under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit; through profession
they dedicate themselves totally to God whom they love above all,
living the Gospel in the Church according to the form observed and
proposed by St. Francis.

ARTICLE 41

All the members of the Order are brothers and minors in name
and in fact, although they may exercise different offices, duties and
ministries in the Order.

o Is being a friar-priest the ‘default option’ in your Province
or Custody? How widespread is a clericalism that is
insufficiently aware of the role of lay-friars and of all
baptised persons to be agents of evangelization?

« How can your Province or Entity encourage the vocation to
life as a lay friar?

« Relative to ordained friars, a higher percentage of lay friars
leave — can you account for this?

e 57% of the friar priests who leave the Order choose to
become Diocesan Priests — what does this say to you?
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5. Discernment in Initial Formation; commitment to Ongoing
Formation

GGCC ARTICLE 39

Since the love of God that has been poured into their hearts by the
Holy Spirit, all the friars are to have among themselves, to the highest
degree, a family spirit and mutual friendship. They are to practise
courtesy, cheerfulness and all other virtues in such a way that, united
in real fraternity and encouraging one another unceasingly to hope,
peace and joy, they may achieve full human, Christian and religious
maturity.

ARTICLE 132

In order that the friars may be able to live up to the demands of
fraternal fellowship, of service to mankind, and of solidarity with the
poor, the gradual acquisition of self-control, along with self-denial
after the example of Christ is to be encouraged. Discipline, therefore,

is to be considered a necessary part of the entire formation system.
Cf. OT 11b.

ARTICLE 137

§1 It is the duty of each friar, as the one ultimately and decisively
responsible, to take care of his Ongoing Formation and to follow it
through.

§2 Since the primary centre of on-going formation is the local
fraternity itself, the duty of making sure that the ordinary life of
the fraternity promotes formative action belongs to each friar and,
above all, to the Guardian.

§3 It is the duty of all Ministers and Guardians, with the assistance
of Chapters at every level, to animate and direct on-going formation
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and, in accordance with the Statutes, to provide whatever help is
necessary.

» Does Initial Formation prepare friars for ‘the real world’?
Is there too much of a difference between life in Initial
Formation and life after Solemn Profession?

« With falling numbers of friars in Initial Formation in many
entities, is there a temptation to hold on to candidates?

« Does a ‘generation gap’ exist in your entity? For example,
in some Provinces, it has been remarked that some of
the younger friars are overly concerned with externals of
Franciscan identity and of liturgical practices. Instead, can
we see that they are more aware that their vocation is highly
counter-cultural and needs clear and visible signs of this?
Or that they are leading older friars to a better appreciation
of the importance of aesthetics, of Franciscan beauty in the
liturgy?

« Is Ongoing Formation taken seriously? Article 39 of the
GGCC speaks of “full human, Christian and religious
maturity” — is this a priority in your entity?

« Does your entity devote sufficient resources to Ongoing
and Initial Formation — and particularly to the training of
Formators, Guardians, and Ministers?

6. Theservice of authority; unsatisfactory relationships with superiors

GGCC ARTICLE 45

§1 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.
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§2 In order to promote responsible and active obedience, the
Ministers and Guardians are to listen to the views of the friars either
separately as individuals or in meetings; in fact, they are to ask for
these views and encourage them, without prejudice, however, to
their authority to decide and command what must be done.

§3 The friars are to offer assistance willingly to the Ministers and
Guardians, on whom a heavier burden has been laid; they are to
make their views known to them and put their decisions into practice
wholeheartedly and in a spirit of faith.

GGCC ART 237

In accordance with universal law and the proper law of the Order,
the principal responsibility of the Guardian is to foster the welfare
of the fraternity and of the friars, to exercise watchful care over
the religious life and discipline, to direct activities, to promote an
active and responsible obedience among the friars in a spirit of true
fraternity.

ARTICLE 241

It is the duty of the local Chapter, particularly through dialogue,
to study and promote common projects, to foster harmony and
an active and responsible cooperation among all, to examine and
evaluate what has been done by the fraternity or by individual friars,
and to treat of matters of major importance.

ARTICLE 252

§1 The Ministers and Guardians, as well as the other friars, are to
forestall evil and strengthen those who are falling, as best they can,
by prudent vigilance and brotherly warnings, in order to safeguard
the common good and the good of individuals.
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§21f, in order to safeguard the good of individuals or of the fraternity,
the Ministers are forced to admonish, correct or punish, they are
to perform their service kindly and charitably, in accordance with
universal law and the proper law of the Order.

« What is the model of decision-making in your fraternity?

o Isleadership shown by local and Provincial superiors or is
there a laissez-faire approach?

o In a crisis of faith, or if you entered into a relationship
incompatible with this way of life, would you be confident
in sharing this with your Guardian or Provincial? How well

equipped are the friars to engage in a healthy and helpful
way in such crises?
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