BEYOND THE CENTENARIES: ¥
THESPIRITWHO GIVESLIFE ~

Pentecost Letter of the Minister General 2026



1o all the Friars Minor of the Order

1o the Sisters of Saint Clare and the Conceptionists
1o the Franciscan Sisters affiliated to the Order

1o all Franciscan lay men and women

Dear Brothers and Sisters,

May the Lord give you peace/

‘These days we are celebrating the eighth centenary of Saint Francis’s encounter
with sister death. We have prepared over three years, retracing the final stages of
his journey: the Rule and the Christmas experience at Greccio, the Stigmata at La
Verna, the Canticle of the Creatures, and now finally his death.

I feel it is important to offer a word that might help us grasp the unity of this
journey, so that the Centenary does not end as just another celebration, leaving
no sense of completion. I see the risk of monumentalizing the figure of Francis,
freezing certain aspects of his life as in a snapshot and losing sight of the inner
movement that unifies them. It is precisely here that we rediscover the gift that the
Lord, in the Spirit, gave to the Church and the world through Francis of Assisi: his
charism. That is why I am reaching out to you with this letter at the beginning of
the Novena of Pentecost. Let us invoke the life-giving Holy Spirit, the true Minis-
ter General of the Order, that he may open us to his light and his fire for a renewed
evangelical vitality. How much we all need this—all of us in the Franciscan Family,
and the world with us!

'The Spirit of the Lord gives life

To orient our gaze, we need a criterion. On reflection, it seems to me that for
Francis, this was simply zhe Spirit of the Lord who gives life. He opened himself to
the Spirit’s “holy operation™, recognized the Spirit present in himself and around
him, and was not afraid to follow the Spirit’s gentle inspiration.

'The Spirit shows Francis the Gospel as the form of a life searching for the face of
the Lord—itinerant and poor, free for proclamation, fraternal and in solidarity with
all, especially the poor. It is this active presence of the Spirit that he contemplates
and receives at the various stages of his journey, and that today we ask to recognize
anew also for ourselves, in the various conditions of life in which we find ourselves.

! Regula Bullata 10:8.
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Fontecolombo: the freedom of the Spirit in his letter

At Fontecolombo, Francis, like a wise craftsman, frees the Spirit from the let-
ter of the Rule by calling his brothers: to live according to the Gospel of Jesus in
obedience, without anything of one’s own, and in chastity, as brothers and minors?.
Francis took a long time to pray about and write this text: while he and his friars
passed through a crisis of a fraternity that was growing and transforming, with the
question of how to keep the original spark alive in ever more complicated days.

Greccio: the love of God is made manifest in our flesh

At Greccio, according to Celano, the first part of Francis’s life draws to a close, as he
contemplates the Gospel made flesh in the humility of the incarnation and the sim-
plicity of creation®. He recognizes that flesh, matter, and the concrete history of human
beings are the place where God chooses to dwell. In the Eucharist, “behold, every
day he humbles himself ... every day he himself comes to us in humble appearance™,
awakening within us the desire to embrace a poor and simple life. At Greccio, Francis
learns that all of reality is capable of manifesting something of the mystery of God.

La Verna: life that passes through the wounds

On the mountain of La Verna, Francis opens the Gospel book three more times,
and experiences the breath of the Spirit who gives life in the midst of difficulty. He
recognizes himself as a “most vile worm and useless servant™, enveloped in a great
interior darkness. Yet, it is right there that life is restored within him through his
encounter with the glorious Crucified One, who reaches out to him from the pov-
erty of the cross. The Seraph shows him that true life passes through the gift of self
to the very end. The Stigmata does not answer all his questions, but it does unite
him more deeply to Christ who reveals to him that new life comes about when
suffering is offered up to the Crucified one.

San Damiano: praise born from the night

At San Damiano, Francis still embraces the Gospel during a dark night of pain,
infirmity, and even blindness. The darkness of these trials is the womb that gives

> Regula Bullata 1:1.

3 Thomas of Celano, Vita beati Francisci, 30.

4 Admonition 1,16-17.

> 'The Little Flowers, Of the Third Consideration of the Sacred Holy Stigmata.
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birth to the intuition of the Canticle, when the Spirit of life opens him to praise.
Francis unites the “book” of creation to the book of the Gospel, that both may help
him to celebrate the name of God®. The light of this Canticle is ironically born in this
luminous night of pain’ and continues in the exhortation he wrote for the sisters of
San Damiano®, where he continues to reflect on the stanza of forgiveness from the
Canticle. Francis wanted the Canticle sung while he was dying, and he continued to
add to it, praising the Lord at that hour precisely for “our sister bodily death.”

The Portiuncula: death as Passover

At the Portiuncula, the journey of Francis, who followed the Son of God so
faithfully, culminates with his own death as he celebrates the Passover of the Lord,
surrounded by his brothers. He allows himself to be surrounded by “his sons” as a
mother would, and asks to hear the Gospel of Jesus washing his apostles’ feet’. His
encounter with death, who he calls “sister,” opens for him the threshold to “a most
delightful place, where the clearest waters are flowing”'. Thus Francis passes from
this life to eternal Life.

What remains for us?

What remains for us, brothers and sisters of Francis, trying to keep his spirit alive
after so long a time? The spark that seized and transformed Francis is still burning.
'The seeds he planted continue to ripen in every generation. We, friars and sisters,
and Franciscan laity in the world—where are we?

Let us allow ourselves to be challenged again today because, honestly, it is here
and now that the gift of his spirit, his “charism” must grow. It is not enough to pre-
serve relics in shrines, or repeat traditions emptied of meaning. We must witness to
this charism first of all to one another, and then ask how we might manifest it to
the world in our day and time. Francis was called by Thomas of Celano “a man of
the world to come”"!: the charism that took initial shape in his life has not exhaust-
ed all its potential. It calls us to look towards the future with God’s Spirit guiding
the way.

Ct. Compilatio Assisiensis from the writings of Brother Leo and companions, 83.

Audite poverelle. Words with melody for the Poor Ladies of the Monastery of San Damiano.
Thomas of Celano, Memoriale in desiderio animae, 214.

10 1bid., 219.

W Cf. Vita beati Francisci, 30; Legend of the Three Companions, 54.
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Beyond all monumentalization

We need to allow this Franciscan journey to continue beyond these Centenary
celebrations. The charism and way of life that began with Francis should live on,
perhaps in new and unprecedented forms. The same Spirit who brought it forth
continues to animate us now so that it may take a new shape today.

We cannot then avoid this important question: what kind of friar minor, con-
templative sister, Franciscan layperson does the gift of the charism call for today? What
kind of Franciscan do we want to be and do we want to form from those who still come
and knock at our doors? Let us prayerfully ask ourselves these questions in the many
different contexts in which we seek to respond to the gift of our vocation. Indeed,
in our lifetime, Franciscans are everywhere, planted in diverse cultures with unique
histories. We must be present in new realities, speaking new languages. This renew-
al begins at home, as I welcome the brother who comes from a world different from
mine, in the sister who has learned to pray in a language I do not understand, in
the community that has found expressions of the charism I had not yet imagined.

Often our Franciscan family is alive in painful situations as human history dra-
matically unfolds. I think of the brothers and sisters in the Holy Land, in Ukraine,
in eastern Congo, in Sudan and South Sudan and elsewhere in Africa, in Myan-
mar, in Haiti, in Cuba, in Mexico and in other countries of Latin America: places
where the charism is called to grow today, not in the abstract but as brothers and
sisters living with a solidarity of presence.

Contemplatives in mission, together as brothers and minors

Francis kept contemplation and mission together, though throughout our history
of reform we have tried to separate them. Contemplation and mission are not two
alternative choices, two “models” of Franciscan life from which to choose. They re-
main the two lungs that each take a single breath. Preaching, presence, and service
did not keep Francis from his hermitage or “desert time”: he always returned to ex-
tended times of retreat. The Spirit who gives life is the same Spirit who leads us to
gaze upon the face of God and the face of the poor, and reveals them as inseparable.

We need to rediscover this unity today as well, we friars and sisters, in the struc-
tures we inhabit and in those new realities where Franciscan religious and lay life
exists within ordinary conditions of life. Not all structures are helpful to maintain
our charism. We must discern well and explore our realities with honesty, that si-
lence, service, prayer and closeness may continue to draw breath together.
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In this mission we friars are not alone. The Franciscan laity, as well as our Fran-
ciscan religious sisters, share our evangelical inspiration and are companions on
the journey, not just recipients of our pastoral care. Francis did not found a clerical
institution: he gathered around him Gospel men and women of every state of life.
'The new forms of Franciscan life that the Spirit prompts of us in these times are to
be born from our encounters with real flesh and blood people in the concrete real-
ities in which we find ourselves, from the deep identity of who we are as brothers
and minors, contemplatives in mission.

The choice of the poor: our teachers

At the heart of our charism is a sentiment that shaped Francis throughout his
life: “And they should be happy when they live among people of little worth and
who are despised, among the poor and the weak, the sick and the lepers, and the
beggars along the road”?. At the end of his life, he wanted to return precisely to
be among the lepers™. He planted this seed within us: to live as, among, and for
the poor. We must not approach the poor as their benefactors, but as brothers
who share their condition. The poor are not the “field” of our mission: they are our
teachers'®. Francis understood this from his first encounter with the leper, who re-
stored to him the taste for life and forever changed the how he viewed the world.
And from there, he never turned back.

'This option for the poor is not one option among others, but rather a sensibility
that some Orders have and others do not. For us it is a vocational criterion. It ap-
plies to everyone in our great family. Allow me now a word addressed especially to
my friars:

Whoever hears the call to be a friar minor accepts that minority is not a title of
honor, but a real position: to stand beneath many, with those who are below, with-
out seeking to rise up. When in our life the desire for social climbing manifests it-
self in various ways—for greater recognition, for higher status, for an individual or
a group to become prestigious—it is there that the charism is hurting, even if it is
proclaimed in words. Minority is a criterion of vocation and a criterion of mission:
it tells us where we start from and with whom we walk.

Let us ask ourselves, with fraternal frankness: are we and our fraternities truly
close to the poor, or has a distance grown over time, perhaps covered by institution-

12 Earlier Rule 9:2.
3 Cf. Thomas of Celano, Vita prima, 103.
* Cf. CCGG 93:1.
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al works that function but no longer require our direct contact? The living, personal,
daily encounter with those on the margins is one of the truest forms in which our
charism remains alive and recognizable.

Evangelical freedom: work, money, dependence

'There is an issue we cannot avoid, because it touches the coherence of our life
and its proclamation: the relationship with money. This concerns all of us—friars,
sisters, and laity—each in a different way. Francis made it one of the most radical
questions of his evangelical experience. He did not live with contempt for created
things—he who sang the beauty of every creature—but because he understood that
money, when it becomes security, becomes a form of power and defense against
what frightens us. We hold it as security, while we have promised to live without
anything of our own.

We are called to look honestly at this in our concrete life. What relationship do
we have with money and how do we use it, both individually and in fraternity? The
availability of resources, even when used for good works, can gradually become an
invisible wall between us and the poor, within the same fraternity between those
who have greater access to them and those who have less. It may become a form
of security that distances us from the evangelical dependence that Francis chose as
his way of life. This is an important question that we must approach with honesty
in our fraternities.

Francis ties this issue to the priority of working with one’s own hands as a funda-
mental form of sustenance. Working is not a concession to necessity: it is a choice
that keeps us in reality as creatures, that makes us dependent on common life and
not on acquired positions. Work helps us relate to the poor working-class people
without approaching them as lords. Without hard work, we risk much. When we
live on donations we receive without offering any form of work in return, we may
passively assume that we have an absolute right to our sustenance. When we expect
our daily bread instead of receiving it as a gift of the Spirit, we have strayed far
from our charism and we risk no longer receiving such gifts. The laity can help us
discover and live this poor dimension of our lives more fully.

'The words of Francis witness to this in a particular way: all that we have is a gift,
it does not belong to us, we have only received it. Our being, the goods we manage,
the structures we inhabit, the resources we use: they are a gift given to us on loan.
We cannot hold them for ourselves, but are called to give them back, and share

them with the poor: “And almsgiving is the inheritance and the justice owed to the
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poor; our Lord Jesus Christ acquired it for us””. Giving back to the poor what we
have only received as gift is the most eloquent gesture of our vocation: it says that
we are not afraid, that we trust in the Father as Francis did.

Toward the General Chapter

As we go beyond these Centenary celebrations, we do not seek to unveil more
monuments and file these years away, like another chapter said and done. Instead
we are to recommit to responding to the gift of this life that the Spirit set ablaze
through Francis, letting ourselves be touched and maybe even disturbed, so that it
may take flesh in us even today.

'This life frees us from the excessive identification between the charism received
and the ways, traditions, and structures in which it has taken shape over the cen-
turies. Francis breathed in the Spirit the freedom of the Gospel: let us also breathe
deeply. Let us continue to give flesh to the Gospel, so that it may express itself in
our choices, in our words, and in the authentic style of our fraternities.

Let us all begin together to prepare for the General Chapter 2027 in Vietnam. It
may seem far away and removed from the daily life of many friars. Yet, in this hour
of history, it is vital that we feel and act ever more as an international fraternity. In
preparation for the Chapter, friars, local fraternities, Entities, and Conferences will
be asked to be involved. We will also invite to Vietnam, for a week, two lay people
from each Conference, to hear their voice and listen to their vision for the future.
May it be a journey that gives voice to our charism everywhere it is lived out, even
when it is but a very faint ember beneath the ashes. May it be an opportunity to
revive it and set it ablaze again. Our spirituality urges us to open doors that have
been closed, orients us toward the future that God is already weaving in the travail
of this time—which educates us as never before and calls us to continual hope.

The world awaits

None of this is for us alone. The Church needs our expression of the Spirit in
order to live fully its vocation and mission. And the world—also through the many
women and men who do not have any religious afhiliation —asks us to share the
life that we carry, that more people will perceive that pulse within them that draws
every creature to its fulfillment in the very life of God.

5 Earlier Rule 9:8.
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LET US PRAY TOGETHER:
Come Holy Spirit, breathe into your little brothers, sisters, and minors.

Enkindle in us once more, the flame of your love, a right faith, a certain
hope, and a perfect charity.

Transform our will and our heart, so that we may not withhold any
gift received: may it become life offered.

Holy Mary, Virgin made Church, accompany us on this journey.

Saint Francis, man of the world to come, remind us that the Gospel is
still today our only treasure. Amen.

I wish you a luminous Pentecost, brothers and sisters. May the Spirit, the true
Minister General of the Order, guide us together toward that fullness of life which

is the deepest desire of the heart of every creature.

Your brother and servant,

Br. Massimo Fusarelli, OFM

Minister General

Rome, from the General Curia of the Order, 13 May 2026
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