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PROLOGUE

Integral Fraternal Ecology: 
Imagining a New Way of Living the Gospel Life

In the beginning, when God created the heavens and the earth, the 
earth was a formless wasteland, and darkness covered the abyss, while 
a mighty wind swept over the waters. “And God saw how good it was… 
(Gn. 1:2-3)

Then the Lord asked Cain, “Where is your brother Abel?” He answered, 
“I do not know. Am I my brother’s keeper”? (Gn. 4:9)

God said to Noah and to his sons with him: “See, I am now establishing 
my covenant with you and your descendants after you and with every 
living creature that was with you…I will recall the covenant I have 
made between me and you and all living beings, so that the waters 
shall never again become a flood to destroy all mortal beings… (Gn. 
9: 8-10, 15)

Introduction

My dear brothers, may the Lord give you peace!

We are now in the preparatory phase of the General Chapter, an event 
whose purpose is to renew the spiritual, fraternal, and missionary life of the 
Friars and the Order. The General Chapter also is a time when we step back 
and examine where we have come from, the decisions we have made, and the 
actions we have taken in response to the call of the Spirit expressed through 
the mandates of the 2015 General Chapter. It is a time when we focus on 
emerging realities in the Order, the Church, and the world, and place these 
within the perspective of our identity as men of the Gospel. Faith is at the 
center of this entire process, but so too is the conviction that the Spirit of God, 
our true Minister General, accompanies us, admonishes us, and encourages us 
to remain faithful in creative ways. (Cf. 2 Cel CXLV:193 in FAED, Vol. II, New 
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York, City Press, 2000:371) Finally, Chapter is a time to discern and elect new 
leadership, to pray for guidance, to look beyond personal or regional interests 
and to place the common good at the heart of the selection and election 
process. 

In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, the next General Chapter will be 
determined, in part, by the recommendations of experts in public health. The 
timing, length, and administration of the Chapter will be radically different 
than any we have experienced. Given that it will last only fifteen days, it will 
be difficult for the Chapter delegates to conduct sustained discussions on the 
materials that will be presented (reports, input). The process of identifying 
central themes to guide the work of the next government of the Order will 
pose equally difficult challenges. One positive development in recent years is 
the work of the Plenary Council of the Order, which took place in Nairobi, 
Kenya in June 2018. There is much material on the actual state of the entities 
of the Order, the world, and the Church with which to construct an initial 
program for ongoing formation and animation of the Order until such a time 
when the next governing administration is able to organize an extraordinary 
chapter or assembly to deepen their reflections. In addition to the material 
from the PCO, there are updated reports from the Conferences and the 
Custody of the Holy Land, the General Secretariats (GSFS, GSME), the Offices 
(JPIC, Fundraising, etc.), and the report of the Minister General which will be 
shared as this information becomes available.

In light of the revised program for the conducting of the General Chapter, 
it will be most important that all of the Capitular delegates, and even all of the 
Friars of the Order, study the documents related to Chapter that will be made 
available. Using the various social media conferencing tools, discussions within 
the Conferences and among the friars of the Order should begin immediately.  
This will help all of us prepare mentally, spiritually, and practically to enter 
into the spirit of Chapter, praying with and for one another, with and for the 
Church, and with and for the entire human community and our common 
home. 

Learning Anew to Cultivate the Garden

At the beginning of this introduction, I cited three biblical texts taken 
from the Book of Genesis. The first quote from Chapter 1 calls attention to 
the original intention behind God’s bringing forth everything that exists, 
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including human beings. Even though we are the last of the creatures in the 
order of creation, we have been endowed with certain specific gifts, and more 
importantly, with certain responsibilities that cannot be neglected and from 
which we cannot be dispensed. While the creation narrative in Genesis 1 
recounts how God created the cosmos out of the chaos, bringing order from 
disorder, we see the intimacy and imminence of God in the creation account in 
Genesis 2 where God molds humanity (v. 7) and all creatures (v. 19) from the 
“dust of the earth” (ha-adamah) and placed us in paradise. We have been given 
the task to “cultivate and care for [the garden]” (Gn. 2:15), our common home. 
This call entails great courage, sacrifice, a willingness to change and to learn 
new ways by which to give birth daily to the Gospel project that our founder 
and brother, St. Francis, entrusted to us as we accompany our brothers and 
sisters and our common home (Cf. Testament §14). It demands a willingness 
on our part to abandon all in God’s name, and take to the highways and byways, 
“Going to the periphery with the Gospel [as] Brothers and Lesser Ones in our 
times.” (Cf. Document of the General Chapter 2015) Like Abraham and Sarah, 
we do not have certainty as to where this ‘following’ might lead us. (Cf. Gn. 12) 

Faith and trust in the One who has created us, redeemed us, and who 
sustains us even now must be the starting point. We must cultivate within 
ourselves and one another a permanent disposition of being pilgrims and 
strangers on the road with all of humanity and the created universe. We must 
allow the living out of our religious profession to serve as a vital instrument 
providing us with foresight and a persevering spirit. We also need a dose of 
realism and the ability to laugh like Sarah who could not help but be amused, 
and probably a bit disturbed, by the news that at age 90 she would bear a child. 
(Cf. Gn. 18:12ff) But God also laughs at what God has created, a laughter that 
“knows how to transform humanity. God laughs at our obstacles. His laugh 
disarms us.” (Cf. Ps. 2; 2015 Document of the General Chapter, Going to the 
Peripheries With The Joy of The Gospel: Frates et Minores in Nostra Aetate, 
Rome: 26)

From Financial Ruin to the COVID-19 Pandemic

Despite the uncertainty that prevails everywhere in the world today due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, the event for which we are preparing provides 
us with an opportunity to renew our faith and trust in God who has created 
us in the divine image, infused us with grace and blessedness (Gn. 1:27, 31), 
and given us the task to “cultivate and care for [the garden].” But was this not 
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also the case more than six years ago when the financial ‘tsunami’ struck the 
General Curia? As you might recall, another form of virus attacked the Order 
by way of abusive financial operations and mismanagement of funds entrusted 
to us by God’s people and the fruit of the toil of the Friars. Much like the 
COVID-19 virus, the financial crisis unmasked a series of other irregularities 
within and outside of the Order directly influencing the General Curia’s ability 
to meet its internal and external obligations. It also unmasked the complex 
range of difficulties regarding our relationship with money, with transparency, 
and with a sense of belonging to the universal and local fraternities. 

On the matter of the crisis in the General Curia, criminal proceedings 
in Italy ended with the closing of the case brought before the Prosecutor’s 
office because of legal protections provided by the statute of limitation. In the 
end, no one was publicly declared guilty of criminal or illicit activities, even 
though these had been perpetrated. Civil proceedings continue in Switzerland 
in a case brought against a bank by the General Curia. Canonical proceedings 
also continue after being suspended during the criminal investigation by the 
competent civil authorities in Italy. 

The virus that ‘infected’ the financial operations of the General Curia not 
only resulted in negative financial consequences of significant proportion; it 
also created an atmosphere of distrust and disrupted the fraternal ecology of 
communion and unity throughout the Order. Much work has been done in 
the past six years to try to rebuild trust and a spirit of communion. One thing 
that is absolutely amazing regarding the financial scandal: the brothers of the 
Order refused to give in to the temptation to abandon the Curia. There was an 
outpouring of fraternal solidarity by many entities of the Order. However, this 
outpouring came at a cost: the cost of going public and admitting the truth of 
what had happened. Not only did the Friars respond with an outpouring of 
solidarity but the Friars of the other branches of the First Order also provided 
moral and financial support, as did people who love St. Francis, love the Friars, 
and believe in the witness of our way of life. 

Fast forward to COVID-19. The financial crisis the Order was forced to 
deal with began slightly before the beginning of this current six-year mandate. 
A second crisis, one that affects all of humanity and our common home, has 
come shortly before the end of this same period. Six years ago, many Friars 
wondered how the financial dishonesty was able to penetrate and destabilize 
the finances of the General Curia. Today, people around the world wonder 
why and how the COVID-19 pandemic has been able to strike with such force, 
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overwhelming all of our technological tools and know-how, and revealing just 
how weak and interdependent we truly are. In both cases, I am convinced 
that the biblical texts from the Book of Genesis have something to offer us, 
a hermeneutic with which to better understand what we are facing today, 
and to muster the courage to stand strong together as brothers, united with 
brothers and sisters everywhere in the world, to demonstrate a recognition 
of our common plight, our common identity, our common destiny, and the 
fraternal solidarity that identifies and binds all things together. This is what 
Pope Francis has in mind when he speaks about the interconnectedness of 
all living things, about solidarity and collective responsibility for our fellow 
human beings and for the planet. (LS:68 et al.) This also is what the Order had 
in mind when speaking about fraternal ecology and solidarity where it states 
that the Friars are responsible with and for one another, providing love and 
care “more than a mother loves and supports her child according to the flesh.” 
(Cf. CCGG, Art. 38; RB 6:8)

Integral Fraternal Ecology as the Means for Cultivating the Garden

When speaking about the financial crisis that struck the General Curia 
with furor, or the global COVID-19 pandemic that has ravaged every human 
community on this fragile planet, something similar has emerged from within 
each of these crises. I am speaking about the emergence of a form of love, care, 
and cultivation that reveals God’s original intention in bringing forth life from 
the “formless wasteland” (Cf. Gn.1:2), an unimaginable diversity of life forms, 
each dependent on the Creator, each interdependent one upon the other. 
God’s solemn affirmation of the intrinsic and indestructible goodness written 
into the DNA of each and every living form of life is repeated seven times: 
“And God saw that it was good.” (Cf. Gn. 1:3, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, and 31) The 
sacredness of all of life is confirmed by the Creator. The relationship that each 
creature is to enjoy with all other creatures, and with God, is also confirmed by 
the number seven, an expression of perfection, harmony, sacredness, justice, 
righteousness, and shalom. 

In the course of recent events in the Order and in the world – the financial 
crisis and the crises created by the pandemic- these biblical texts from Genesis 
offer us a powerful message about the love and fidelity of God towards all 
that God has created. They also illuminate the crisis of human, social, and 
ecological identity confronting humanity, our inability to accept our state 
as something less than ‘gods’, as dependent and interdependent creatures 
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(Cf. Pope Francis, LS 67; Yuval Noah Harari, Homo Deus: A Brief History of 
Tomorrow, London, Vintage, 2015). Because of confusion about identity, we 
have convinced ourselves that we hold the keys to our own destiny, treating 
one another as objects to be manipulated, controlled, and discarded. (Cf. Pope 
Francis, EG 53) This has not escaped those of us who are members of the 
Order. While we might not manifest all of these characteristics, some of these 
might actually be determining the quality of our response to the call of the 
Gospel and the “cry of the planet and the cry of the poor.” (Cf. LS 49 et alii)  

The consequences of all of this are narrated in what follows the 
disobedience of Adam and Eve (Cf. Gn. 2-3), the killing of Abel by his flesh 
and blood brother Cain (Cf. Gn. 4, Cain, “Where is your brother?”), and the 
events of the deluge, the flood, where all but a remnant of life was submerged 
back into the formless wasteland. (Cf. Gn. 7-9) 

Failure to respect the conditions of this covenant, the covenant of creation, 
led to the destruction of most living things, expressed powerfully through the 
metaphor of the deluge. (Cf. Gn. 7-8) Even when humanity had exhausted 
God’s patience, perpetrated violence against itself, and abused the created 
world, God still refused to wipe out every living thing. (Cf. Gn. 6:11ff) Rather, 
God looked for a way to make possible the rebirth of humanity, a rebirth of the 
covenant conditions, the re-awakening of humanity’s consciousness, the start 
of something good, holy, and righteous.

When the Lord smelled the sweet odor, he said to himself: “Never 
again will I doom the earth because of man, since the desires of man’s 
heart are evil from the start; nor will I ever again strike down all living 
beings, as I have done. As long as the earth lasts, seed time and harvest, 
cold and heat, summer and winter, and day and night shall not cease. 
(Cf. Gn. 8:21-22)

Awakening to Our Fundamental Goodness

One of our most insightful Franciscan scholars, Blessed John Duns Scotus, 
reflecting on divine grace, human imperfection and sin, and the event of the 
Incarnation of God’s beloved Son Jesus, came to a very important conclusion. 
According to Scotus, human beings and the entire created universe suffer 
from the consequences of an act of disobedience. The result of this act of 
disobedience created a ‘condition’ that has rendered every relationship 
difficult. Despite this condition, human beings and all of creation retain their 
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original beauty and graced nature. They remain fundamentally ‘good’. (Cf. Gn. 
1:3ff) The journey of life can best be understood as a process of conversion 
and transformation that is unending. The purpose or goal of this process is 
the full recovery of authentic, divinely blessed communion, harmony, an 
integral fraternal ecology. We are speaking about a process of divinization 
where humanity and all of creation are on a journey towards sharing in the 
divine life, a return to the original graced state that God intended from the 
beginning. (Cf. Sr. Mary Beth Ingham, CSJ, Understanding John Duns Scotus, 
St. Bonaventure University, St. Bonaventure, Franciscan Institute, 2017) 

The event of the Incarnation, intended by God from the beginning of 
creation, is the reason for everything that God has done from the beginning of 
the beginning of the beginning. While we have sinned and need reconciliation 
with God, which the Incarnation, life, death, and resurrection of Christ 
accomplishes, Scotus affirmed that God’s primary reason for becoming human 
was divine love and not merely a “plan b” response to human sinfulness. (Cf. 
Ordinatio III, dist. 7, q. 3) As such, the divine motive for entering into creation 
as one of us is a pure act of love, an act meant to open humanity and all creation 
(Cf. Rom 8:22-23) to the possibility of living and celebrating an integral and 
integrating experience of fraternal solidarity modeled on the divine life of the 
Trinity. I will say more about this in Chapter 2. 

This same understanding is reflected, I believe, in Admonition 5 where St. 
Francis writes: 

“Consider, O human being, in what great excellence the Lord God 
has placed you, for He created and formed you to the image of His 
beloved Son according to the body and to His likeness according to 
the Spirit. And all creatures under heaven serve, know, and obey 
their Creator, each according to its own nature, better than you.” (Cf. 
Regis Armstrong, J. A. Wayne Hellman, and William Short, The Saint: 
Volume I: Francis of Assisi: Early Documents, New York, New City 
Press, 1999, p. 131)

Renew, Embrace, Arise

The following Report of the Minister General to the Order of Friars 
Minor takes as its starting point the theme of the Chapter taken from the 
Letter of St. Paul to the Ephesians, 3:14: Renewing Our Vision. Embracing Our 
Future. “Arise,…and Christ will give you light.” Renewing. Embracing. Arising. 
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These three verbs speak to the heart of our Franciscan charism, and also the 
methodology that can be discerned from the life of St. Francis who wanted 
to live the Gospel – the written words from the Sacred Scriptures, and the 
experience of a deep, abiding friendship with the Lord Jesus. It also must be 
kept in mind that this Letter of St. Paul is speaking about the new conditions 
or requirements for those who entered in the experience of the Christ through 
baptism. Reference to light reminds us of God’s first act of creation where the 
Creator brought light into being. (Cf. Gn. 1:3) The same promised light spoken 
of in the Book of the Prophet Isaiah (Cf. Is. 60: 1-2) is now revealed in the 
Incarnation, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. (Cf. Jn. 1:5) It is by the grace 
of this light, the light of Christ, that we become spiritually awakened; it is this 
awakening that will empower us to arise. 

The renewal spoken of in the Letter to the Ephesians is one of an ongoing 
process that is brought to completion only when all are one in Christ. This 
process of renewal has been a perduring quality present throughout the history 
of the Franciscan movement and the life of the Order. The call to embrace the 
future with faith has enabled Friars in previous generations to step out with 
courage and passion, going to new peripheries, never satisfied with what they 
had accomplished because they recognize that nothing belonged to them, sine 
proprio. It is by way of renewal of life that we develop an interior disposition 
that enables us to willingly embrace new opportunities for re-awakening 
ourselves and one another, and a willingness to welcome holy newness coming 
to us from the future and not only from the past. It is this spirit of welcoming, 
of being open to blessed newness, open to what is happening in the world 
today, that will enable us to move beyond a mentality of maintenance and 
survival to one of creativity and thriving. God’s light provokes movement, 
enabling us to rise up and welcome new hope.
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STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT

Chapter 1: The Mandates

In Chapter 1, I identify the mandates that were decided at the 2015 General 
Chapter, and then try to explain how these mandates were addressed by the 
various actors involved. Of the 19 mandates, there is only one that we could 
not completely fulfill, Mandate 19. The reasons for this will be explained. A 
series of challenges and questions that emerged from our efforts to respond to 
these mandates will be presented in order to provoke a sustained discussion at 
all levels of the Order, and to involve all Friars in this discussion.

Chapter 2: Animation Strategies 2015-2021

I will then present an overview of the efforts for animating the life of the 
Order in Chapter 2. The methodology of organizing these efforts for animating 
the Order will be explained, and a detailed description of how this was carried 
forward will follow. Questions about how well our animation was received, 
and how much the Friars of the Order embraced and engaged in these efforts 
will also be discussed.

Chapter 3: Challenges to Living Our Gospel Identity

Chapter 3 will examine a number of challenges and threats the Order is 
confronting today and that will continue into the foreseeable future. Several 
proposals will be offered to address one of the more difficult questions related 
to our current processes and programs for the formation of Franciscan 
identity. The guiding values of contemplation/devotion, fraternity, and 
mission (Contemplative Fraternity in Mission) will be discussed, as will their 
implications for how we are to organize and live the Gospel life today. I will 
also present some of the challenges that have emerged over the course of the 
past twenty-five or more years regarding missionary and other projects under 
the direct care of the Minister General, difficulties encountered, and efforts 
to respond to these difficulties. There also is a discussion on how to develop a 
more integrated approach to missionary evangelization.
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Chapter 4: Possible New Directions for the Order

In Chapter 4, I will present the evolving demographic trends affecting the 
life of the Order, affecting each and every entity, and affecting the fraternal 
life and missionary outreach of the entire brotherhood. A series of current 
problems, and those coming at us from the future will be discussed. I will also 
propose concrete ways by which we might begin and continue our reflection 
and action with regard to the urgent need to restructure and revitalize our 
lives.  I will suggest possible new ways by which to conduct missionary 
evangelization. The vision of St. Francis, the missionary experience of the 
Order, and the insights offered by the Jesuit convert to Franciscan life, Pope 
Francis, will also be discussed.  

Epilogue

While the usual literary use of an epilogue serves to tie up any loose ends 
left incomplete or unresolved in the main story, my intention, rather, is to 
provide material for further character development, a second possible use 
of this literary device. I will offer some brief reflections on integral fraternal 
ecology and the ongoing evolution of our personal and collective response to 
‘doing the Gospel’ and “cultivating the garden” in the context of a deeply loved, 
deeply fractured human community, and a natural environment in peril. It 
is my hope that this epilogue might serve as an introduction to a process of 
investigation, discernment, and action (see-act-judge) with which each and 
every one of you, my dear brothers, might engage.

On a Personal Note

I want to take a moment to speak to you in a more personal way. First, 
the reflections contained in this report are the result of my own analysis 
and observation. They have been forged, continually nurtured, and revised 
through a permanent process of dialogue, reflection, discernment and prayer, 
and from learning from the many mistakes I have made, and the mistakes 
made by Friars and entities. 

The Presidents of the twelve (12) Conferences and the Custos of the Holy 
Land, the Provincials of the eighty-three (83) Provinces, the Custodes of the 
six (6) autonomous Custodies and the two (2) dependent Custodies on the 
Minister General, have further enriched my life and my reflections. Regular 
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contact with the Presidents of Foundations and with Guardians of the houses 
dependent on the Minister General – those in what have traditionally been 
called ‘mission territories’ (e.g., Congo-Brazzaville, Sudan, Russia, Turkey, 
etc.) as well as with the Guardians of dependent houses in Italy, have also been 
a source of insight but also of tremendous challenge.  In addition, meetings 
with the Friars during fraternal visits, at regional, continental, and Order-wide 
meetings, and in less formal settings where the life of the Order is discussed, 
dissected, and put back together again while sharing a pizza and drinking a 
beer together have contributed to these reflections.  

One of the greatest gifts that God has given me in the course of the 
past eight years is the gift of fraternity and friendship I have been honored 
to enjoy with the Vicar General, Br. Julio Bunader. I thank him not only for 
his support but also for his willingness to challenge my ideas. He has helped 
me to step back at times from dealing in a very limited way with immediate 
issues, inviting me to place these within a much larger horizon. At various 
times during these past six years, Br. Julio has assumed important roles, 
helping me and the Order to take serious steps in a positive direction. He was 
the acting Minister General for five months following my bicycle accident in 
the United States and did a wonderful job of carrying forward the life and 
work of the Order. Never was I concerned about how well he would do and 
how well the Order would function in my absence. Even when I was present, 
the Order continued to function well, a sign that the Holy Spirit is the true 
Minister General. Br. Julio has played a major role in helping all of us to reflect 
seriously on the contemplative and spiritual components of our lives and has 
been instrumental in promoting different inter-obediential activities with our 
Conventual and Capuchins brothers. Thank you, Br. Julio, for a job well done!

A special word of gratitude goes to the members of the General 
Definitorium who have served as a constant source of inspiration, 
encouragement, and information, helping me to better appreciate the specific 
expressions of Franciscan life, fraternity, mission inter gentes carried forward 
by the Friars in each of the various Provinces, Custodies, and Foundations. I 
wish to thank each of the General Definitors for their tremendous care of the 
Friars in the different Conferences, and their competence and spirit of service 
and collaboration, and their contribution to creating a sense of fraternity and 
care within the Definitorium. Thank you, Brothers Jürgen Neitzert, Gregory L. 
Redoblado, Caoimhín Ó Laoide, Valmir Ramos, Antonio Scabio, Ivan Sesar, 
Nicodème Kibuzehose, Ignacio Ceja Jimenez, and Lóránt Orosz! I also extend 
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a very special thank you to Br. Giovanni Rinaldi, General Secretary, who 
first served as my personal secretary and who was later appointed General 
Secretary following the election and departure of the former General Secretary, 
Br. Aidan McGrath, who was elected Minister Provincial in Ireland.  

My reflections have been further nurtured by the contributions of the 
General Secretary for Formation and Studies, Br. Cesare Vaiani, and the 
Vice-Secretary Br. Siniša Balajić, by the General Secretary for Missions and 
Evangelization, Br. Alonso Morales, the Moderator for Evangelization, Br. 
Valmir Ramos, and Br. Antonio Lanzi, Assistant. Thanks also to the previous 
General Secretary for Missions, Br. Luis Gallardo, and Moderator, Br. Russel 
Murray. The Office of Justice and Peace, under the steady leadership of Br. Jaime 
Campos and Br. Rufino Lim, have had a major impact on my thinking as well. 
Thanks also to Br. John Puodziunas, General Treasurer, for his insights into a 
Franciscan ethic for the stewardship of finances. The Friars working in other 
offices of the Curia (Protocol, Translations, Procurator General, Postulator 
General, Fundraising, the Foundation Fraternitas, Communications, Pro 
Monialibus, and OFS/YouFra), and those in service to the fraternity (Local 
Treasurer, Receptionist, Sacristan, Book Binder/Assistant to the Friars) have 
also contributed to my reflections. A very special thanks to the Poor Clare 
Sisters and a number of Friars who have assisted the Office of Translations. 

Since most of our Franciscan lives ‘happen’ or are lived within the context 
of a local fraternity of brothers, I wish to acknowledge the contribution that the 
fraternity of the Curia has made in the preparation of this report. I have been 
encouraged, edified, and enriched by the example of generosity, commitment 
to the common life of prayer and fraternity, and a willingness to let go of titles 
and distance and allow me to be part of their lives. I want to thank in a special 
way our current Guardian, Br. Saúl Flores, Br. Sandro Overend Rigillo who 
served as guardian from 2015-2018, and the local house Bursar, Br. Tyberiusz 
Maka.

A special thanks also to all the Friars who have served on various 
Commissions of the Order, as Visitators General, Delegates, and others who 
have contributed to the preparation of materials made available to the Order. 
Thanks to the Guardians of the houses dependent on the Minister General 
(Sant’Antonio, Lateran, Sant’Isidoro, Istanbul/Izmir, Juba, and Brussels), and 
to the Friars who are offering a variety of services in each of these houses. A 
word of thanks is in order for our lay staff who believe in our mission and are 
committed to working with us for its realization. God bless each of you!
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One of the Friars who must deal not only with the ‘giftedness’ of this 
Minister and Servant but also with his limitations and Seraphic confusion 
is my personal Secretary, Br. Juan Isidro Aldana Maldonado. I do not have 
sufficient words to express my depth of gratitude for his untiring service and 
friendship over the course of these past more than three years. I also wish to 
thank Br. Giovanni Rinaldi who served as my Secretary prior to being elected 
Secretary General. 

To all of the Friars of the Order, thank you for your inspiration, your 
prayerful support, and for the many ways you encouraged me to serve you as 
a brother, remaining close to you as St. Francis would have wished for anyone 
who was called to assume the office of Minister General and Servant. Special 
thanks also to our dear Sisters of the Second Order who have sustained me, 
sustained all of the Friars, through their prayers and words of encouragement 
and love. I hope you have felt expressions of our tender care for you. Special 
thanks also to the Conference of the Franciscan Family, all of its members, 
most especially Br. Roberto Genuin, OFM Capuchin, Br. Carlos Trovarelli, 
OFM Conventual, Br. Amando Trujillo-Cano, TOR, Br. Tibor Kauser, OSF, and 
Sr. Deborah Lockhart, outgoing representative of the Third Order institutes. 

The preparation of official reports or other Order documents does not 
rely on the inspiration and literary capacity of any singular Friar. Rather, 
they represent the collegial work of many Friars, participating together in the 
creation of something that, hopefully, will speak to the readers’ hearts and 
minds. This is certainly the case with the preparation of this report. I wish to 
thank the following for their invaluable contributions provided throughout 
the months dedicated to this work. Thanks to: Br. Joseph Rozansky, Br. 
William Short, Br. Hugh McKenna, Br. Daniel Horan, Br. Caoimhín Ó Laoide, 
Br. Kevin Mullen, Br. Ignacio Ceja, and to several other Friars who have asked 
to remain anonymous. Your careful attention to report’s tone and spirit, and to 
the technical details and grammar have proven invaluable. May God bless you 
and grant you peace and much joy. 

I wish to express my gratitude to the friars of my home Province of 
Sacred Heart, St. Louis for the nurturing they provided to me throughout 
my Franciscan journey, for the special care I received following my bicycle 
accident, and to Br. Tom Nairn, Br. Michael Hill, and to the friars of my ‘home’ 
fraternity of St. Peter’s in Chicago. Thanks also to Holy Name Province, and the 
friars of St. Francis Friary in New York, and to my brothers in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo who nurtured my missionary identity.
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I have reserved the last place of thanks to someone who has offered me 
inspiration and encouragement through his life example and his writings. I 
am speaking of Pope Francis. His understanding of the Church, the world, 
and the charism of St. Francis have provided me and many Friars of the Order 
with unlimited inspiration and unrelenting challenge. His challenge to us is an 
invitation to live faithfully and prophetically our vocation to the Gospel life, 
always remaining close to our brothers and sisters who are poor, excluded, 
marginalized, used, and discarded, and close to Mother Earth, our common 
home. May His Holiness continue to be blessed and strengthened by the Spirit 
of God and by the courage of those who are suffering and in search of love, 
peace, and hope. 

 A Special Request

In closing this introductory section of my report, I ask forgiveness of you, 
dear Brothers, for the many times and ways I have failed to live, in fidelity 
and with joy, my life of prayer, fraternity, and mission, in holiness, justice, 
and truth. If I have in any way directly or indirectly hurt any of you or have 
shown a lack of respect toward you, I ask for your pardon and your mercy. 
The life of a Minister and Servant is not easy. There are many demands made, 
many difficult situations that must be dealt with, and many hopes and dreams 
that sometimes go unrealized. Please remember to pray for me as I conclude 
my service to you and prepare to return to my Province of the Most Sacred 
Heart of Jesus in the US. I finish this service with a deep sense of gratitude to 
God and to you for the many opportunities I have had to grow spiritually and 
humanly. Keep me in your prayers as you will remain in mine.



CHAPTER 1

Evaluation of the Journey of the Order: 
General Chapter 2015 Mandates

        

Let us all remember this: one cannot proclaim the Gospel of Jesus 
without the tangible witness of one’s life. Those who listen to us and 
observe us must be able to see in our actions what they hear from our 
lips, and so give glory to God! I am thinking now of some advice that 
Saint Francis of Assisi gave to his brothers: preach the Gospel and, if 
necessary, use words. Preaching with your life, with your witness. (Cf. 
Pope Francis, “Homily,” Basilica of St. Paul Outside-the-Walls, April 
14, 2013)

Introduction

The 2015 General Chapter approved nineteen Mandates. They address four 
broad areas of concern within the Order: (A) Our Identity as Friars Minor; 
(B) Living as Brothers in Mission; (C) The Economic Realities of the Order 
Today; and (D) An Integral Ecology for the Order. As we evaluate how well 
the General Definitorium, the General Secretariats for Formation and Studies 
and Missions and Evangelization, the Office of Justice, Peace, and Integrity of 
Creation, and the Provinces, Custodies, and Foundations of the Order have 
successfully responded to them, one introductory note might be helpful.

Enduring Values of Our Gospel Life Which Have Given Rise to 
These Mandates

A careful analysis of the central themes of the Mandates reveals how much 
the Five Priorities of the Order (1997 General Chapter), continue to shape the 
way we understand how we are to organize our lives as Friars Minor. Added 
to these Priorities, which are expressed in Mandates 1-9 and 12-18, we witness 
the increased importance of integral ecology in the life of the Order. Three 
mandates were dedicated to this priority area:  10, 11, and 19. While Pope 
Francis’ encyclical Laudato Si’ was not promulgated until after the Chapter, 



- 26 -

Renewing Our Vision. Embracing Our Future

this theme was already finding resonance in the life situations of many Friars 
in the Order. The Plenary Council of the Order in Nairobi, Kenya in June 
2018, and the subsequent decision of the General Definitory to list Laudato 
Si’ and integral ecology as one of three central themes for animating the life 
of the Order make clear that this priority will continue to shape the Order’s 
vision, life, and action well into the future. It will be critical that we become 
more focused as a brotherhood as we continue to decrease numerically (Cf. 
Appendix 1) while becoming ever more culturally diverse.

THE MANDATES

A. Our Identity as Friars Minor

MANDATE 1: 
Equality of Friars and Strengthening Identity of Lay 

Friars in the Order

The first mandate deals with the promotion of equality among the friars 
(Cf. CCGG 3), and the call to reinforce the specific dignity and identity of 
the vocation of the lay Friar in the Order. If my memory serves me well, the 
intention of this mandate was to call attention to the reality of inequalities that 
exist in the Order between Friars who are clerics and those who are lay Friars. 
These inequalities express themselves most often in terms of greater or lesser 
access to the resources of the local fraternity, Province and/or Custody, e.g. use 
of cars, access to money, participation in programs for ongoing professional 
formation, etc. They also are expressed in the way fraternities engage – or fail 
to engage - all members, allowing for the full participation and contribution 
of all members, cleric and lay, in decision-making and in the distribution of 
responsibilities within the fraternity, and even more so in the way the various 
activities in the areas of missionary evangelization are organized. 

 A more fundamental issue that should concern all of us in the Order is the 
way in which Franciscan identity is oftentimes subject to ecclesial contexts and 
understandings of the nature of the Christian vocation and, more specifically, 
the way that our specific Franciscan vocation might be expressed within 
the Church and the Order.  In some contexts, when this issue is raised, it is 
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perceived as a problem specific to those who are lay friars and not something 
that concerns all of the Friars. I have heard on more than one occasion from 
Friars who are clerics, and even from some lay Friars, that there is no ‘problem’. 
However, dear Brothers, there is, indeed, a problem!  

In the past six years, some lay Friars have shared with me their struggles 
to carve out a space where they might develop their specific gifts and talents, 
where they feel respected, needed, and fully included in the life and mission of 
their fraternity. Part of the problem we experience is the result of a dominant 
clerical culture that is pervasive in the Church, and also in the Order. This 
can create the perception that there are two distinct classes within the Order 
– clerics and lay – and can also generate a sense of superiority and inferiority. 
In the end, some lay Friars might feel as though their vocation is somehow 
less valuable than the vocation of a Friar priest or permanent deacon. It also 
subverts a sense that it is the fraternity – not individual friars working in 
isolation – that is called to evangelize. I will return to the challenges we face as 
universal brotherhood regarding Franciscan identity and its missionary and/
or ministerial expressions as clerics or lay Friars in the following chapter. 

The question remains: “How have we done?”  How have you done 
in responding to this mandate at the level of your local fraternity? At the 
Provincial or Custodial level? How are we doing at the level of the universal 
brotherhood? I cannot respond for you. What I can say is that I have raised 
these issues in my service to you as Minister and Servant. (2013-15; 2015-20) 
I have sought to engage younger and not so young Friars, seeking to listen 
and to understand their particular historical and cultural experiences. But we 
cannot allow history and cultural context to have the final say over how we are 
defined by our Rule and Life. The CCGG, and other documents of the Order, 
from our very beginnings, contribute to our self-definition, more recently 
emphasized by undertaking the process of renewal demanded of us by the 
Church following the Second Vatican Council. Somehow, we must continue to 
engage in the creation of an operative vision of Franciscan identity and witness 
that expresses the specific nature of being a lesser brother, in minoritas, seeking 
to “wash the feet of our brothers” and of all of God’s people. This same message 
has been communicated by way of the General Visitations to Provinces, in 
messages to the Ministers of the Order, through the development of study 
guides and guidelines, in general letters to all of the Friars, in meetings with 
the Conferences, and through the work of the GSME, the GSFS, and the Office 
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of JPIC. Still, there is much work to be done before we achieve the goal of this 
mandate.

A Reality Check

Before moving on to the next Chapter mandate, let us take stock of the 
fact that while the documents and thrust of the Order focus on the centrality 
of a fraternity of brothers sharing the one common Gospel vocation, expressed 
through the lay and clerical state, we also are becoming more and more an 
Order of clerics. I encourage you to examine the information found in  
Appendix 1 for an overview of the current demographics of the Order, and for 
projections for the coming 10-30 years. 

A brief review of the Acta Ordinis ‘Statistica’ offers a somewhat somber 
picture of reality. In 1968, there were 21,431 solemnly professed Friars, of 
which 4,829 were lay friars (22.5%). By 2007, there were 12,533 solemnly 
professed Friars, of which 2,219 were lay friars (17.7%). In 2019, the statistics 
of the Order, according to AO, indicate there were 10,733 solemn professed 
Friars, with 9,062 ordained and 1,711 lay Friars – 84.1% to 15.8% respectively. 

Current trends indicate the strong possibility that one day in the not-too-
distant future the Order will no longer have any lay Friars. The very nature 
of our Franciscan identity is being called into question because of these 
changes. More will be said in chapter 4 of this report. I would suggest that you 
read Appendix 2 prepared by Br. William Short at my request. It provides us 
with context, raises a series of urgent questions that must be addressed, and 
proposes a possible approach that, if adapted in one form or another, might 
contribute to strengthening the lived experience of our charismatic identity.

MANDATE 2: 
Identity of Franciscan Order as a Mixed Institute

This second mandate is closely connected to the first. It points to structural 
limitations that perpetuate clericalism within the Order, leading to an exclusion 
of lay Friars from the exercise of service in all of the major offices: Minister 
General and Vicar General; Provincial and Vicar Provincial; Custos and Vice-
Custos. It also has in mind a strategy for encouraging the Holy See, and more 
specifically CICLSAL, to return to the proposal found in Article 61 of John 
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Paul II’s apostolic exhortation Vita Consecrata (1996) to assist “these Institutes, 
known as ‘mixed’, [to] evaluate on the basis of a deeper understanding of their 
founding charism whether it is appropriate and possible to return to their 
original inspiration.” Contained in this same Article 61 was the creation of “A 
special Commission…to examine and resolve the problems connected with 
this issue.” 

On January 15, 2016 the Minister General and the General Definitorium 
addressed a letter to Pope Francis requesting that the Church take up the 
question of mixed institutes as proposed in Article 61 of Vita Consacrata. A 
copy of this letter was sent to the Prefect of the Congregation for Institutes of 
Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life (hereafter CICLSAL) and to the 
office of the Vatican Secretary of State. At a private meeting with Pope Francis 
in March 2016, Br. Julio Bunader, Vicar General, and I learned that the letter 
was never brought to his attention. The following day, I received a call from 
the office of the Vatican Secretary of State informing us they were studying the 
letter and would provide a response at some future date. As of the writing of 
this report, there have been no further developments. Nor have we received a 
response to the letter from CICLSAL.

In 2017, the four Ministers General of the Franciscan Orders – OFM, 
OFM Conventuals, OFM Capuchins, TOR – met with Pope Francis. During 
the course of this meeting, the issue of a ruling in favor of allowing us to change 
our status as an Order from ‘clerical’ to ‘mixed institute’ was discussed. Pope 
Francis expressed his openness to the idea but informed us that there needed 
to be further discussion among the various offices within the Vatican before 
coming to a decision.

In 2019, the General Visitator to a Province of the Order sent a letter with 
the request for approval of a lay friar as a potential candidate for the office of 
Minister Provincial. I forwarded this request to the Prefect of CICLSAL. As of 
the writing of this report, no communication has been received regarding this 
request. As a consequence, the name of the lay friar was stricken from the list 
of possible candidates for Minister Provincial. 

At various meetings of the Union of Superiors General (USG), I have 
spoken with other Generals who have shared their hopes that the Holy See 
might pursue vigorously this matter of ‘mixed institutes’. To date, no one 
has heard of any serious progress being made on this issue. Without passing 
judgment on the intentions of the Holy See, I find that there is little interest 
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in advancing this question, which, for us, should be a priority. On January 
20, 2021, thirty-six Generals met virtually to share reflections and explore 
strategies regarding the issue of mixed institutes. These discussions will 
continue with the express goal of approaching the Holy See with a request for 
clarity, sincere dialogue, and, perhaps, the granting of a papal privilege that 
would allow us to be recognized for who we are as ‘mixed institutes’. It remains 
our hope that the Holy See will allow all members (Friars) to exercise all rights 
equally, including the exercise of authority and service in the major offices in 
the Order.  

A Journey of Conversion Within the Order

Despite the apparent inertia on the part of the Holy See, we have much to 
do ‘to get our own house in order’. We must continue to examine the question 
of our common identity and vocation as Friars Minor. We must review the 
structures of ongoing and initial formation to ensure they propose a vision of 
evangelizing mission that is participative and grounded in an ecclesial vision 
of the Church, one that encourages the full participation and inclusion of all 
baptized in a shared, universal evangelizing mission. We need also to evaluate 
our ecclesial relationships with the laity in our various activities: parishes, 
schools, social works, indeed, in all areas of evangelization and pastoral life. 
The call to an ‘ecclesiological conversion’ issued in the final document of the 
2009 General Chapter, Bearers of the Gift of the Gospel (25), remains as relevant 
today as ever.  

I wish to extend a special thanks to the brothers of the Order who are helping 
us – sometimes pushing us – to engage in this process of re-examination and 
re-imagination in the hopes of reclaiming the gospel equality and fraternal 
unity that Christ wills for the Church and the Order. Special thanks to the 
lay Friars in Brazil (OFM, OFM Conventuals, OFM Capuchins, TOR) who 
have demonstrated tremendous leadership in this area (Cf. hppt://enil cfmb.
blogspot.com), and to lay Friars in other Conferences who also are engaged. I 
will return to this issue in chapter 3 of this report.
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MANDATE 3: 
Foster a Culture and Pastoral Care of Vocations, and 
the Ongoing and Initial Formation of the Universal 

Fraternity

I am pleased to report that the General Definitorium, strongly supported 
by the dedicated work of the GSFS, has been able to make progress on the 
three ‘mini-mandates’ within the broader category of promoting a quality 
of Franciscan life capable of supporting and accompanying all stages of 
formation, ongoing and initial. 

During visits to entities of the Order by the General Definitors, General 
Visitators, and me, we have continued to emphasize the priority of ongoing 
formation as the foundation stone for all programs of initial formation and 
vocation promotion. The GSFS has helped the Order, through its collaborative 
work with Provinces and Custodies, through the six Continental Congresses it 
successfully organized, through the preparation of the Handbook for Guardians 
(Rome 2019), and through meetings with Conferences to recover a sense of the 
authentic context and content for ongoing formation to Franciscan evangelical 
life. And what are the context and content of ongoing formation? We have only 
to review the CCGG, Art. 137 §2 where we read: “Since the primary center 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.” The local fraternity is the context. The daily 
interchange; the careful listening to and sharing with one another matters of 
the heart; the willingness to learn from one another while journeying together; 
encouraging and even correcting one another in a spirit of charity and justice: 
these form the fundamental content for ongoing formation. (Cf. Report of the 
GSFS to the General Chapter, p. 11, found in Appendix 3) For Friars Minor, 
doing the Gospel while “keeping mind and heart on God” (Rnb 22,19) is what 
is absolutely essential. This takes place within the daily life of the fraternity: 
sharing of prayer, meals, laughter, difficulties, and dreams. For this reason, the 
GSME has emphasized the centrality of daily fraternal living as the instrument 
par excellence for promoting ongoing formation.

There are also other moments and methods that help promote an attitude of 
openness to the Spirit and to the historical moment that is shared in fraternity 
and, from fraternity, with the entire world. Let us recall the Franciscan 
missionary course offered two times each year since 2000 in Brussels where 
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together with our Conventual and Capuchin brothers we provide a well-
structured experience of inter-obediential life together. This includes learning 
how to appreciate cultural differences, confront and resolve conflicts, promote 
greater dialogue, share responsibilities, etc. The same dynamics that are 
presented in Brussels could also be introduced into all fraternities of the Order 
since the focus is on learning how to do the Gospel in daily life through fraternal 
sharing. The Minister General and the General Definitorium, in collaboration 
with the GSFS, GSME, and the Office of JPIC, provide similar opportunities 
to Custodies and Foundations dependent on the Minister General, employing 
some of these same dynamics where possible. 

Another vital component for safeguarding the integrity of ongoing and 
initial formation is the discernment, preparation, and regular formation of 
Guardians. As the CCGG remind us: “In close union with the friars entrusted 
to them, the Ministers and Guardians are to seek to build up fraternity ‘as a 
family united in Christ’ in which God is sought above all things (Art. 45 §1).” 
The CCGG add: “It is the duty of all Ministers and Guardians…to animate and 
direct on-going formation…” (Art. 137 §3) 

In the 2012 sociological study of the Order, one of the most difficult 
aspects of fraternal life a number of friars expressed was related to how those 
chosen to serve as Guardians in local fraternities failed to understand their 
role. It includes accompanying the friars, providing spiritual support and care, 
listening to them, and helping to organize local fraternal life in a manner that 
promotes a deepening of the contemplative, fraternal, and missionary identity 
of the Friars.  In the Handbook for Guardians, prepared by the GSFS, the role 
of Guardian as providing care, a maternal image that was dear to St. Francis, 
is presented as the model par excellence for how Guardians are to carry out 
their role of accompaniment. (Cf. 3 §2) Election to serve as Guardian should 
not be seen as a promotion; rather, it is an opportunity to grow, spiritually and 
humanly, through ‘bowing down’, ‘washing the feet’ of the brothers.

MANDATE 4: 
Fostering the Franciscan Intellectual Heritage

During the 2015 General Chapter, serious concern was expressed by 
a number of Capitular members regarding the future of the Franciscan 
intellectual heritage. First, there was fear that the Order was losing one study 
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center after the other, thus placing at risk the future of intellectual pursuits 
to ensure the ongoing study and dissemination of the Franciscan intellectual 
tradition to future generations of Friars and non-Friars. A decrease in 
student enrollment coupled with a decline in Friar professors are creating 
serious challenges. The closing of Franciscan International Study Centre in 
Canterbury in England, the reduction of degree programs provided by the 
Franciscan Institute at St. Bonaventure, St. Bonaventure (Allegany), New York, 
USA, and the serious challenges facing the Franciscan Theological Institute 
in Petropolis, Brazil provide immediate examples. A second concern relates 
to the quality of intellectual production and teaching in those centers of 
the Order dedicated to this endeavor. A third concern relates to the level of 
commitment on the part of Provinces and Custodies of the Order to identity 
and prepare future Franciscan scholars and teachers to ensure the well-
being of existing Franciscan centers in the areas of research, publication, and 
teaching. Finally, there was a keen interest in promoting greater awareness of 
and collaboration among the study centers of the Order. In the GSFS Report to 
the Chapter, we see that the Order has, in fact, a significant number of study, 
research, and teaching centers that continue to promote and transmit the 
Franciscan intellectual tradition. (Cf. section 6 of GSFS Report in Appendix 
However, some of these have communicated to us the challenges they face in 
recruitment of new students - Friars, other religious, diocesan priests, laity – 
and the economic difficulties they encounter.

During the visits that the General Definitors, the GSME, GSFS, JPIC, and 
I conducted in the various entities, in annual meetings with the Presidents 
of the Conferences, with the Conferences of Ministers, in continental and 
international congresses, great emphasis has been placed on the promotion 
of the Franciscan intellectual tradition. Ministers have been encouraged to 
select Friars who could be sent to one of our study centers, especially to the 
Pontificia Università Antonianum (PUA). Changes were made to the guidelines 
governing the number of scholarships any individual entity might receive 
from the PUA in order that more Friars might benefit. Great efforts have been 
made by our Office of Fundraising, in collaboration with several individuals 
and organizations:  Missionszentrale der Franziskaner; the General Secretariat 
for Franciscan Missions (Waterford); Br. Mario DiCicco and ‘Franciscans for 
the World’; Br. John O’Connor; the Koch Foundation; the Cullinan Trust; 
the Donald Lynch Family Foundation; the American Academy of Franciscan 
History; and other generous benefactors.  These efforts help to guarantee 
funding for scholarships and institutional support to the PUA and the other 
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study centers of the Order. We are most grateful to each of these foundations 
and individuals for their generous and sustained support. 

One key component of this mandate was not achieved, namely, the holding 
of an international conference involving all the study centers in which Friars 
are involved, including those under the direct control of Friars, and those 
where Friars are participating members. Preparations for this international 
congress, scheduled for July 2020 in Rome, were well advanced. Over 56 Friars 
were registered. (Cf. “Specific Initiatives of the GSFS,” Relation, Appendix 3) 
Unfortunately, due to COVID-19 all plans were aborted. It is our hope that the 
next Minister General and General Definitorium might revive these efforts 
and move forward with an international conference of these study centers. 
Despite this failure, we have noted an increased interest in sharing human 
and other resources among the different study centers of the Order. Several 
examples include: (1) faculty exchange between the PUA and the Franciscan 
School of Theology in San Diego, USA; (2) faculty sharing between the PUA 
and Scolasticat Jean XXIII in Kolwezi, Democratic Republic of Congo; etc. 
There also is increasing collaboration between the PUA, the Office of JPIC, 
and with other Franciscan study centers in the area of integral ecology – 
Laudato Si’. In fact, this could become a major new focus for all of the study 
centers of the Order. There is every reason to believe these efforts to promote 
collaboration will increase as human and other resources become scarcer 
and as global connections increase.  But these will benefit also from the 
encouragement of the Order. We hope that with the birth – please God – of 
the new, united, Franciscan university in Rome (UNIFRA), this might serve to 
promote greater collaboration among Franciscan research and study centers 
(OFM, OFM Conventual, OFM Capuchin, and TOR).

I would be remiss if I did not thank the English-Speaking Conference 
(ESC) for its incredible work in promoting the Franciscan intellectual 
tradition in a variety of ways,  especially through its website (Cf. https://
www.franciscantradition.org/partners/ofm-english-speaking-conference) 
where original Latin texts and English translations of the critical editions of 
Franciscan texts can be found. This website also contains a wealth of other 
documents related to the study and transmission of the Franciscan intellectual 
tradition. Hats off to the ESC! 

Similar efforts also are found in other Conferences of the Order, each 
focusing on a specific aspect of the tradition, seeking to make the Franciscan 
message relevant to the people of our time, inviting others to embrace the Gospel 

https://www.franciscantradition.org/partners/ofm-english-speaking-conference
https://www.franciscantradition.org/partners/ofm-english-speaking-conference
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values that are contained therein. Thanks to all of the Provinces and Custodies 
that are sustaining these efforts at a very serious human and financial cost. A 
special word of gratitude to the American Academy of Franciscan History for 
the quality of its research and publications, and for the significant financial 
contribution it made to help sustain the Pontificia Universitas Antonanium in 
the wake of the financial crisis. May God continue to bless all of your efforts to 
promote the spiritual and human richness of our Franciscan heritage.

MANDATE 5: 
Promotion of Inter-Provincial, International, and 
Intercultural  Houses and Formative Experiences

One of the greatest opportunities afforded to Friars for deepening a sense 
of solidarity and responsibility with one another comes through the experience 
of crossing Provincial boundaries – spatially, spiritually, and mentally. 
Fraternities and formative experiences that allow friars to live with brothers 
from other Provinces, regions, and cultures continue to multiply in the Order. 
As these opportunities increase, Friars will need to receive formal training 
in how to live interculturally. Otherwise, there is a risk that the relationships 
between Friars will remain superficial, creating an attitude of ‘live and let live’, 
avoiding anything that might disturb Friars from different backgrounds.  To 
this end, mere tolerance is not the goal of inter-Provincial, international, or 
intercultural living. Encounter; discovery; learning from one another; being 
open to new ideas and experiences; seeing in one another the presence of God 
and the gift of the ‘other’: these are the primary goals to be achieved. 

When speaking about these types of experiences, the ‘Blessed Gabriel 
Allegra Fraternity’ and ‘Fraternity of `Saint Anthony’ at the Collegio 
Internazionale Sant’Antonio come to mind. While these brothers are engaged 
in a wide range of educational and pastoral services, including the Basilica of 
Saint Anthony, they are called to engage in the building of solid Franciscan 
fraternity, one that expresses the great diversity of the Order. It was for this 
reason that the General Definitorium, following the recommendation of the 
Visitator General, made the decision to merge the two fraternities into one 
while maintaining certain distinct characteristics for Friars who are studying 
in Rome. St. Isidore’s with its Collegio San Bonaventura/Quaracchi research 
center, and even the General Curia provide examples where the Friars of 
the Order are afforded an opportunity to go beyond the limits of their own 
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culture, country, language, and entity in order to experience what it means to 
be a member of the universal fraternity. 

In speaking about the ‘Blessed Gabriel Allegra Fraternity’, I am pleased 
to report that the Minister General, Vicar-General, and the GSFS have made 
efforts to maintain a proximity, providing assistance and, when necessary, 
guidance, to the Guardian, Br. Stefano Ottenbreit, and to the Rector, Br. 
Witoslav Jerzy Sztyk, and to the Bursar and Assistant Bursar. Efforts have 
been made to provide fraternal support to the Friars engaged in teaching, 
administration, and those engaged in other services at the PUA, and to Br. 
Alfredo Silvestri and his team who are engaged in the pastoral work of the 
basilica. This has included formal meetings, and participation in informal, 
fraternal gatherings and other celebrations.

There are many other expressions of inter-Provincial, international, 
and intercultural houses and formative experiences in the Order. One such 
example is the Missionary Training Program in Brussels, which serves as a 
formation center for Friars from the three branches of the First Order – OFM, 
Conventuals, and Capuchins. Regular visits by the Minister General and the 
General Secretary for Missions demonstrate the commitment of the Order to 
the well-being of all Friars who are involved.  

The Order is engaged in inter-Provincial, international, and intercultural 
programs and formative experiences elsewhere in the Franciscan world. In 
Lusaka, Zambia, we continue to collaborate with the different Provinces and 
Custodies of east and southern Africa (OFM), and with the Conventual and 
Capuchin Friars at St. Bonaventure University. Founded in the late 1980s, this 
formation center currently hosts over 200 Friars from the three families of the 
First Order. The Scolasticat Jean XXIII in Kolwezi, Democratic Republic of 
Congo (DRC), welcomes Friars from the two Provinces in the DRC, as well as 
Friars from the dependent Foundation in Congo-Brazzaville. The programs of 
initial formation in the east African Province of St. Francis host Friars from 
the different countries and cultures of the region, as well as Friars from the two 
foundations in Sudan and South Sudan. Our Lady of Angels Seminary (OLAS) 
in Manila welcomes friars from Myanmar and Thailand, and from other OFM 
entities in the region. In Brazil, there are an increasing number of inter-entity 
projects of collaboration in initial formation, as is the case in the Central 
American Province. And in Europe, there has been an increasing number of 
interprovincial projects in the areas of ongoing and initial formation, some in 
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place for many years. Examples of this are found in the following Conferences: 
COMPI, COTAF, North Slavic, and ESC-Europe. 

There are several ongoing and new missionary projects that reflect the 
goals of this mandate. The Custody in Morocco is one example; the dialogue 
project in Turkey, with its fraternities in Istanbul and Izmir; and the Russia 
Project.  There are the initiatives in Myanmar and Thailand, now under the 
direction of the Province of Korea, with support from the GSFS and GSME; 
as well as the new missionary project in Cuba under the direct responsibility 
of the Province of Arantzazu, Basque Country, with support and collaboration 
of the General Definitorium and the GSME.  Other initiatives include the 
China Project; Sudan and South Sudan; Congo Brazzaville; and the new inter-
obediential fraternity in Emmaus. In the case of each of these missionary and 
formation projects, the Minister General, Vicar-General, General Definitors, 
GSFS, GSME, JPIC, Office of Development and Fundraising, and the Office of 
the General Treasurer have been involved, providing technical and financial 
assistance while also providing training of formators and assistance with 
planning and execution of the basic elements found in the Ratio Formationis 
Franciscanae. (Rome, 2003)

MANDATE 6: 
Fidelity and Perseverance

A preliminary report on the findings of the work of the Commission for 
the Service of Fidelity and Perseverance was presented at the 2015 General 
Chapter. It became immediately clear that further study was needed. For 
this reason, the Commission was mandated to deepen understandings of the 
principal causes of vocational crises, and propose strategies for renewal and 
strengthening of fidelity to the charism. (Cf. Acta Capituli Generalis, Roma 
2015, p.364 §4).  The Commission has identified a number of areas that require 
immediate attention on the part of all the Friars. These include:

• need to strengthen fraternal life in the local fraternity;
• need to study and analyze the impact of changing cultural realities and  

understandings
• need to understand and promote the vital role of the Guardian; and
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• need to provide guidelines to Friars and fraternities to deepen reflection 
on nature of our vocation, ways to deal with personal crises, and 
effective strategies for strengthening vocational resolve.  

As a point of information, each year, the Order witnesses the departure 
of approximately 65 friars. Some years this is higher, others lower. While 
there is no single pattern or motive behind these departures, there are some 
trends that require greater analysis. For example, many of the Friar priests 
who leave the Order go to dioceses where they continue their priestly service 
(66%). There also is an alarmingly high percentage of lay Friars who leave 
the Order. These departures raise serious questions about the quality of our 
programs of ongoing and initial formation. In the case of lay Friar departures, 
there are concerns about programs for initial formation, most of which tend 
to be heavily clerical in nature, and also about the lack of opportunities for 
full participation in the evangelizing mission of the Order on the part of lay 
Friars. There are serious questions about the quality of spiritual and fraternal 
life at the level of local fraternities, a major concern for the Order. Activism 
continues to create imbalances in the personal lives of Friars and in the local 
fraternity. Work, important commitments and friendships can be positive 
aspects demonstrating a deep commitment on the part of Friars.  But these 
can take center stage, becoming the only stage upon which life at the local level 
is ‘performed’. This can lead to a breakdown in fraternal bonds, interpersonal 
communications, and lead to deep isolation, affective and physical, and to a 
series of other problems isolation can generate. 

At the same time, we also must recognize the specific situation of individual 
Friars who have confronted personal vocational crises, as most of us have 
experienced. We must keep in mind how Friars understand the consequences 
of making a life-long commitment, the level of personal maturity, the process 
of discernment – or lack thereof – in coming to a decision about whether to 
stay or to leave, and the reality of the impenetrable mystery of the human 
person and the nature of the gift of a religious vocation. These last two aspects 
should not be written off too quickly.

Through the many fraternal visits, formal meetings dealing with ongoing 
and initial formation, meetings with simply professed Friars in initial 
formation, and by other means, repeated efforts have been made to encourage 
Friars to reflect on the reasons for which they chose to join the Order, as well 
as the reasons for which they choose to remain in the Order. Thanks to the 
work of the Commission, a resource document entitled Our Vocation: Leaving 
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or Remaining Faithful (Rome, 2019) was prepared to help all of us reflect on 
how to actively participate in the construction of healthy, happy, and holy 
fraternities. This short study highlights the importance of creating fraternities 
where the Friars feel listened to, cared for, appreciated for who they are and 
for the gifts they possess, where they are able to express their joys and sorrows, 
their hopes and frustrations, and where they are able to make their unique 
contribution to a contemplative, fraternal, and missionary spirit that nourishes 
and sustains us. Find in Appendix 4 a summary of the principal findings and 
suggestions of the Commission, prepared by Br. Caoimhín Ó Laoide. As the 
work of the Commission makes clear, our vocation is a gift from God that we 
are to nurture so as to come to an ever-greater sense of gratitude, freedom, and 
joy. More will be said about this issue in the following chapter.

B. Living as Brothers in Mission

MANDATE 7: 
Hermitages and Houses of Prayer

There is increased interest among the brothers to deepen their life with 
God. The 2009 General Chapter approved three mandates (9, 10, and 12) 
encouraging a greater commitment to prayer and devotion in the life of Friars, 
Provinces, and even the Conferences, and to promote a spirit of devotion 
and prayer in every fraternity of the Order. Discussions at the 2015 General 
Chapter in the Commission on the Life of Prayer and Devotion recalled the 
difficulty many friars experience in seeking to balance the active life with the 
need to return to the source of their faith, relationship with the source of all of 
life in God. When this dimension of our life is neglected, we can lose sight of a 
vision of faith and forget the motives for our ‘first love’ (Rev. 2:3-5, 7) discussed 
at the 2018 PCO in Nairobi. (Cf. Those Who Have Ears, Let Them Listen to 
What the Spirit is Saying…to the Friars Minor Today, 2018, p. 5-6 and passim) 

Provinces and Custodies have responded to the requests of Friars, with the 
encouragement of General Visitators, have taken up this question in Provincial 
or Custodial chapters and/or meetings for ongoing formation and have opened 
new hermitage fraternities and houses of prayer to respond to this perceived 
need. Such projects have also been encouraged by direct dialogue during 
fraternal visitation by the Minister General and/or the Definitor Generals, 
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encounters with the General Secretaries of GSFS and GSME, and the Office 
of JPIC. 

The Commission on Prayer and Devotion prepared a very helpful set 
of guidelines entitled Listen, And You Will Live. (Rome 2017) These can 
help the Friars better understand these two distinct types of contemplative 
expressions, hermitages and houses of prayer, and provide practical steps for 
their establishment. Drawing on the experience of St. Francis and St. Clare, 
and the long tradition of the Order, the Commission reminded us that prayer 
and contemplation are essential ingredients in the life of all Friars.  They 
promote balance among several demands:  ongoing growth in holiness of life; 
our fundamental commitment to missionary evangelization; and the value 
of manual labor. These expressions of prayer and contemplation offer new 
opportunities for living more deeply an experience of fraternal life expressed 
through a loving and attentive care shared among those who participate in 
these fraternities. As the guidelines remind us, “The wish for Francis was 
‘to divide the time given him to merit grace and, as seemed best, to spend 
some of it to benefit his neighbors and use the rest in the blessed solitude of 
contemplation’.” (Cf. Listen, p. 20; 1 Cel XCI) We also are reminded that houses 
of prayer are open to “welcoming people from all backgrounds and genders.” 
(Listen, p. 13) This is quite distinct from the hermitage, which is a place set 
apart, isolated, guided by a spirit of Mary and Martha, prayer and service, 
attention to praying the Divine Office conducted in a spirit of silence, poverty, 
and solitude. (Listen, p. 13). In both houses of prayer and hermitages, the goal 
is to create authentic fraternities providing a space for listening to and living 
the Gospel in a liberating manner.

MANDATE 8: 
Living as ‘Poor and Minors’, Becoming Signs of 
Presence and Solidarity in Service to the Poor

Friars continue to struggle throughout the Order with the challenge of 
demonstrating a simple lifestyle, one that enables us to remain close to our 
brothers and sisters who are poor, marginalized, rejected, and forgotten. 
As Pope Francis reminded the members of the General Chapter during an 
audience on May 25, 2015, we “have inherited an authoritativeness among the 
People of God, through minority, through brotherhood, through meekness, 
through humility, through poverty. Please, preserve it! Don’t lose it! The 
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people care for you, they love you.” (Cf. Going to the Peripheries, p. 34-35) 
The current COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted grave socioeconomic 
injustices, especially the deepening crisis of chronic, debilitating poverty for 
an increasing number of our brothers and sisters. This crisis affects especially 
those working in the informal sectors, over 60% of all workers globally (Cf. 
International Labor Organization, Geneva, Press Release, April 30, 2018), 
those who live hand-to-mouth with no savings on which to rely. Systemic 
racism leads to social marginalization and violence on the part of state security 
sectors. Racism and other serious social distortions have been shown for what 
they are: tools of exclusion and injustice. How close are we to our brothers and 
sisters who suffer from such injustices? 

In the 2012 sociological study of the Order, 64% of Friar participants 
admitted they felt empty, caught up in the power of consumerism, feeling a 
sense of loss of identity, sensing also a chasm between their daily life and the 
life of our poor brothers and sisters. In response to these difficulties, and in 
response to the Chapter Mandate, a commission of the General Definitory 
prepared a practical set of guidelines entitled Poor and Lesser Ones: Where Are 
We: Guidelines for an Evaluation of Life of Poverty and Minority. (Rome 2016) 
It reminded us of the intimate connection between the poor and the fragility of 
the planet, quoting from Pope Francis’s encyclical on integral ecology, Laudato 
Si’ (“cry of the poor and the cry of the planet”). Its focus is on providing tools 
for conducting several key assessments on how well we are living the central 
values of simplicity, minority, and proximity to the poor. The ultimate goal of 
the guidelines is to help us develop a plan of action, to move from values to 
faithful living, to engage in a process of personal and collective conversion. It 
also underscores that it is important for the brothers to work, as the dignity of 
manual labor is so often dismissed and undervalued, and that Friars support 
the local fraternity by the sweat of their brow. Perhaps there are too many 
fraternities in the Order that have lowered expectations of Friars, allowing us 
to get by while doing less than we can and should. As a consequence, we become 
less than who God invites us to become.  Let us not forget what St. Francis told 
his brothers in his Testament, a message as important now as in his time: 

And I worked with my hands, and I still desire to work; and I earnestly 
desire that all my brothers give themselves to honest work. Let those 
who do not know how to work learn, not from desire to receive wages, 
but as an example and to avoid idleness. And when we are not paid for 
our work, let us have recourse to the table of the Lord, begging alms 
from door to door. (Cf. CCGG, p. 25 §21)
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We received very little feedback on how much the Friars of the Order 
found this set of guidelines practical and helpful. The question remains: 
How much progress have we made in these past six years, personally and at 
the level of the local fraternity, the Province, and the Order, towards greater 
simplification of our lives? How do each of us show an increased willingness 
to work and contribute to the local fraternity? How do we share our lives with 
those who are poor in whatever form this takes, especially the economically 
excluded, those suffering a dehumanizing poverty? Clearly, the goal of the 
mandate and this resource document is to help each of us rediscover – or 
discover for the first time – the liberating power of embracing the excluded, 
embracing a fundamental option for the poor, something that marked the life 
of St. Francis, and central to the life and ministry of Pope Francis.  How well 
are we doing, my dear brothers, in responding to the cry of the poor and the 
cry of the planet? 

MANDATE 12: 
Promoting New Forms for Living our Missionary Vocation 

Today

Friars in my home Province of Sacred Heart (St. Louis, USA), may recall 
our 2011 Provincial Chapter, where I was asked to participate on a panel. The 
topic was the creation of fraternities founded on the 7-plus-1values articulated 
in the document Ite, Nuntiate. (Rome 2014, republished in 2017) I suggested 
at that time it might not be a good idea to create what I called ‘boutique 
fraternities’ focused exclusively on these values. The basis for my argument 
was two-fold.  First, I recalled the experience of such ‘intentional fraternities’ 
previously established in the Province which, in the end, became the exclusive 
reserve of the Friar-founders. Second, I argued at that time, and continue to 
argue, that the 7+1 values of Ite, Nuntiate should be integrated into the life of 
every fraternity in our Order. Before evaluating how we are achieving the goals 
of this mandate, I would like once again to remind you, dear Brothers, of the 
7+1 values contained in Ite, Nuntiate. 

The first 7 values are the fruit of a series of meetings of the Friars who 
were living in fraternities dedicated to promoting a renewed form of spiritual 
and fraternal life and missionary engagement, primarily but not exclusively in 
Europe. The General Definitory and the GSME participated in several of these 
meetings, and decided that the experience of these fraternities, and the values 
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that emerged, needed to be shared with the universal fraternity. They express 
a deep appreciation of the original intention of St. Francis about how brothers 
are to live together and witness to the freshness and freedom of the Gospel. The 
eighth value was added to the list by the Minister General (yours truly) after 
reviewing the lived experience of the intentional fraternities, as a reflection 
on the centrality of justice, peace, and integrity of creation to our evangelical 
vocation in the world today. I believe that experience, and the discussions and 
proposals of the 2018 CPO, confirm this intuition.

The Eight Values: 

1. Primacy of our life of prayer, and of active listening to the Word (Lectio 
Divina, personal prayer, Liturgy of Hours);

2. Promotion of deep, authentic fraternal relationships giving clear 
witness to life in brotherhood (fraternity Chapters, daily opportunities 
for sharing of life, dialogue);

3. Lifestyle characterized by moderation and simplicity, minority, and 
witness (financial self-reliance of the fraternity, commitment to manual 
work);

4. Creating a welcoming environment in the fraternity, sharing our lives 
with God’s people, and especially with brothers and sisters who are 
poor or excluded;

5. Promotion of a vision of missionary evangelization grounded in a 
vision and theology of inter gentes, being present among God’s people 
as brothers, including a willingness to place ourselves in socially 
difficult or risky social locations, and expressive of the freedom that 
Gospel itinerancy brings to us;

6. Working to create an ecclesial communion with the local Church by 
way of a witness of fraternity and minority, and a creative fidelity;

7. Willingness to actively promote the baptismal dignity of Christians, 
working closely with the laity as co-disciples and co-missionaries with 
us on the journey of faith; and

8. Giving witness to a Gospel spirituality grounded in the fundamental 
principles of Catholic Social Teaching, and the integration of the 
‘cross-cutting principles’ of JPIC articulated in key documents of the 
Order. (Cf. CCGG,1,2; Guidelines for the Animation of Justice, Peace, 
and Integrity of Creation,2009, section 3; Pilgrims and Strangers, 2008, 
section 3; and Ratio Formationis Franciscanae 2003)
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The General Definitory made the decision that if the document Ite, 
Nuntiate were to serve as a key instrument for deepening our commitment 
to becoming contemplative fraternities in mission, we needed to address the 
problem of translations of the text originally published in 2014. A working 
group was established within the General Definitory to review the original 
text, make necessary corrections, and proceed with new translations of the 
text. The fruits of this resulted in the re-publishing of the document in 2017. 

In my visits to the entities of the Order, especially in meetings with young 
friars in initial formation, I have urged all to read and study this important 
document and to seek to implement the 7 + 1 values into daily life at the local 
level. These values also have served in the animation of missionary fraternities 
in projects of the Order by the GSME. In addition, several Conferences have 
reported that they have found Ite, Nuntiate particularly helpful in the renewal 
of the life of local fraternities, and in proposing the creation of new ‘inserted’ 
fraternities, seeking to place the 7+1 values at the center of the life of Friars. 
No matter in what form these values are expressed, the General Definitory and 
I are convinced of their importance for the renewal of life in each fraternity, 
and as a consequence, in the life of each Friar, each Province, Custody, and 
Foundation, and in promoting a renewal of the entire Order. At the same time, 
according to the GSME there has not been a groundswell of interest among 
the Friars to establish new ‘inserted’ fraternities based on these values. (Cf. 
GSME Report to the General Chapter 1.1.3, p. 3, Appendix 5) If this is true, 
why so? What efforts are being made within the local fraternities and in the 
Provinces, Custodies, and Foundations to encourage all Friars to study and 
seek to integrate these operative principles for renewal of life, fraternity, and 
mission? Have these values helped to achieve what Commission 8 of the 2015 
General Chapter suggested, namely to ‘promote a movement outwards of the 
Order (uscite) towards the poor and towards existential peripheries by means 
of new forms of life and new fraternities of presence and evangelization, in 
order to promote a renewal of Franciscan life that is prophetic’? (Cf. Acta 
Capituli Generalis 2015: 400)

One final comment on these efforts to create new forms for living the 
Gospel life to which all of us have committed our lives. I am convinced there is 
a place for fraternities of Friars seeking to create these new forms for promoting 
a deeper spiritual and fraternal life, one committed to the evangelizing mission 
of the Church. What remains to be seen is how to integrate the experience of 
these fraternities into the ‘mainstream’ of Provinces and Custodies so that they 
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might serve as leaven, contributing to an ongoing renewal of life of all of the 
brothers of the entities and of the Order.

MANDATE 18: 
Promoting Fraternal Life and Mission at the 

Provincial,  Custodial, and Local Levels

At the 2015 General Chapter, it was recognized that the work of clarifying 
and strengthening Franciscan identity, expressed by the words “Contemplative 
Fraternity in Mission,” cannot be created or imposed from above. The work of 
the General Definitory, and that of the Secretariats and Offices of the Curia can 
provide direction, guidelines, and, hopefully, inspiration. However, growth in 
these vital areas of our lives can only take place where there is a determination 
and a commitment to seek together the best for one another. 

The news I have to report on how we have achieved the goals of this mandate 
is less than ideal. First, let us recall what is envisioned when speaking about 
creating a plan of life and mission. In 1997, the General Definitory, defining 
its “Priorities of the Order for the Six Year Period 1997-2003,” proposed the 
creation of a plan for Franciscan life and mission at the personal, fraternal, 
and Province/Custody/Foundation-wide levels. The object of such plans was 
four-fold: 

1. Create a deeper communion of life and spirit of collaboration;
2. Promote a deeper sense of belonging to the Order, the entity, and the 

local fraternity;
3. Encourage greater sharing of life, focusing on the essentials, promoting 

a greater sense of trust; and
4. Promoting a spirit of discernment conducted in a spirit of listening: to 

God, in prayer; to the Word of God; to the Church; to the needs of the 
world today; and to the life and needs of the Friars with whom we live. 
(Cf. Vita di Fraternita in Progettazione, Rome 2001, pp. 15-20)

Mandates 27 and 28 of the 2009 General Chapter reaffirmed the urgency 
of creating within the Order a “culture of the Fraternal Plan of Life and 
Mission.” (Cf. Bearers of the Gift of the Gospel, p.  19) Efforts have been made to 
encourage entities of the Order to take seriously this call to create a ‘culture of 
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the Fraternal Plan’ through fraternal visits and meetings that I have conducted 
with Friars. It also has been promoted at meetings of Conferences, through the 
work of the GSFE and the GSME, during General Visitations, through letters 
to individual entities and to the Order, and publications in print media and on 
the internet. 

In reports from the General Visitators, what emerges is a mixed but 
improving picture of how the Friars and entities are attempting to respond 
to this priority. An increasing number of Friars and entities have expressed 
commitment to drawing up ‘Plans for Fraternal Life and Mission’. It would 
appear that these plans work best when they are guided by three principles: 
simplicity, sincerity, and humility. Complex plans make it difficult for individual 
Friars and local fraternities to focus. This, in turn, leads to frustration, and to 
the eventual abandonment of the plan. Also, those plans that allow Friars to feel 
engaged, and which are flexible, offer greater prospects for deepening fraternal 
communion, interpersonal communication, and help promote a sincere and 
open process of discernment from daily life experience. Finally, plans that 
reflect human limits appear to bear greater fruit, those that do not seek to 
produce new ‘saints’ for the Order immediately. These allow our limitations 
to help us achieve the stated goals: deeper spiritual and fraternal communion, 
and greater cohesion between the different aspects of our complex lives and 
work.

Unfortunately, there are still some entities of the Order that do not show 
appreciation for the type of spiritual and fraternal revolution the Fraternal 
Plan for Life and Mission proposes. It is clear in some reports of the Visitators 
that those entities that have not yet been able to create and deploy this 
important tool, or some version thereof, continue to struggle with those areas 
this instrument is meant to help address.  These include: spiritual and fraternal 
communion; a deeper sense of belonging; communication and trust; a shared 
and engaging spirit of discernment; and a sense of the fraternity as the source 
for all missionary evangelization, all pastoral engagement. Cleary, the object 
of such a Fraternal Plan is not simply to be able to check off from a list one 
more thing the Order ‘expects’ of us. Rather, it is a matter of promoting life to 
the full! (Cf. Jn. 10,10) Like diamonds in the rough, each of us and the entire 
Order are works in progress. Still, I am left with one nagging question: How 
much impact has the process of creating, revising, and evaluating a Fraternal 
Plan for Life and Mission had on your life, my dear brothers?
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C. Economic Realities of the Order Today

MANDATE 9: 
Establishment and Work of the International Commission 

for Economic Affairs (CIRE) (Cf. SSGG 160)

After naming the General Treasurer, one of the first steps taken by the 
General Definitory was the establishment of an International Commission for 
Economic Affairs (CIRE). This occurred on October 24, 2015. CIRE held its 
first meeting in January 2016. Current members include three Friars and two 
lay experts: Wilmer Smeenk, External Financial Expert, Chairperson (The 
Netherlands); Leslie Quick, External Financial Expert (USA); Br. Antonio 
Scabio, General Definitor (Italia); Br. John Puodziunas, General Treasurer 
(USA); and Br. Trevor D’Souza, Financial Expert (India).

The primary objectives of CIRE include: 

1. Review of systems and structures of accountability;
2. Make recommendations for improvements in management, reporting, 

and transparency; 
3. Review the recommendations of the external audit and their 

implementation; 
4. Bring expertise to financial operations of the Office of the General 

Treasurer (Cf. Acta Capituli Generalis, p. 394 §1); and
5. Create, implement, and monitor the ‘Common Good Project’, and all 

matters related to the debt burden of the General Curia. 

On this last point (5), the General Treasurer, working closely with CIRE, 
was able to create the ‘Common Good Project’ allowing us to internalize all of 
the debt of the Curia. (Cf. Acta Capituli Generalis, p. 394 §2) This means that 
the Curia has no debt with any external financial institutions. All debt is due 
to Provinces and Custodies of the Order. The Order owes deep gratitude to 
all those entities who have agreed to assume this debt, allowing the Curia to 
reduce its expenses for payments to external lending institutions.

CIRE also reviews the management and cash flow of the Fondazione 
Opera Antoniane (FOA), making recommendations for improvements, and 
has been developing an investment strategy for the future. It meets four 
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times annually and provides a report to the General Definitorium following 
each of its meetings, along with recommendations. Its work is based on the 
principles articulated in the short document entitled Franciscan Management 
of Resources. (Rome 2014)

CIRE has raised two concerns regarding the future well-being of the 
finances of the General Curia: 

1. The urgent need to develop an investment strategy in light of declining 
revenues from Provinces and Custodies, especially those that are 
financially better endowed; and 

2. The need to promote a new culture of the management of finances 
within the Order (Curia), which will necessarily include the addition 
of lay professionals. 

The General Treasurer, working with CIRE, has conducted a thorough 
review of the current tax band system of solidarity contributions. It has 
become apparent that the system creates significant distortions in the way 
these contributions from entities are structured. The General Treasurer 
and CIRE are developing some alternatives to the current tax band system, 
especially as it relates to the way in which the budgetary process is developed 
and conducted. The ultimate goal is to help guarantee greater financial stability 
for the finances of the Curia. A proposal to change this system will be presented 
at the General Chapter. The next Minister General and General Definitorium, 
working closely with the Office of the General Treasurer, will need to remain 
engaged on these matters with courage and determination. 

MANDATE 16: 
Providing Economic Support for the Work of the 

GSME

According to Art. 72 §2 of the General Statutes, all entities of the Order 
are required to provide financial support for the work of the GSME. The 
decision of the 2009 General Chapter (Mandate 56) and reaffirmed by the 
2015 General Chapter (Cf. Mandate 16) establishes that financial support for 
the GSME “should be accomplished through a structure based on the current 
tax bands used by the Order for the ‘solidarity contribution’.” During the years 
2015-2020, the annual average solidarity contributions from the entities of the 
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Order for the work of the GSME was approximately 642,000 Euros. While this 
might seem like a significant sum of money, each year requests for support for 
projects of missionary evangelization total well above 1,700,000 Euros. And the 
requests continue to increase each successive year. How does the Curia cover 
the difference of almost 1,200,000 Euros? First, not all project requests are 
approved. This may be due to: lack of a well-developed project explaining the 
need, the benefits, and the management and oversight of use of the requested 
funds; or lack of funding once we have exhausted our own resources and have 
approached donors begging for support. 

Distribution of funds received for the work of the GSME are distributed in 
the following manner:

• Africa: 31%
• Asia: 44%
• Europe (mostly Eastern): 13.6%
• Central/South America: 4.2%
• Other: 7.2% (Brussels Missionary Program, etc.) 

See Appendix 6 for a fuller explanation of how these funds are distributed 
within the Order.

New Approaches to Development and Fundraising

Thanks to the work of our Development Office (2015-2019), we have been 
able to identity and attract external donors to provide financial support for 
the work of the GSME. These include Catholic foundations, contributions 
from other Franciscan-inspired religious congregations, individual donors, 
and fundraising campaigns conducted by the Development Office. Taken 
together, the Office of Development has been able to provide 52% of the total 
annual budget for each of the years 2015-2019. The success in the area of 
fundraising has been made possible through collaborative efforts with other 
Franciscan fundraising agencies – General Secretariat for Franciscan Missions 
(Waterford, USA), Missionzentrale der Franziskaner (Bonn, German), other 
Franciscan-inspired religious congregations - and through direct mail appeals 
(campaigns), contributions from private Catholic foundations, and support 
provided by friends of the Order. A more detailed report on GSFM in 
Waterford can be found in Appendix 7. 
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A troubling sign on the horizon is that of a potential significant reduction 
of income from the entities of the Order with greater financial assets. These 
have been experiencing lack of new vocations, aging, and death. This will add 
increasing pressure on the General Curia to seek alternative sources of revenue 
to support the work of the Friars in missionary evangelization. Fundraising 
is our future! Because of this, it will require that the Minister General and 
the General Definitorium, the General Secretaries (GSME, GSFS), and the 
Director of JPIC embrace a new way of thinking about the evangelizing work 
of the Order, and will also need to communicate this new vision to all of the 
Friars of the Order, especially to all Ministers. 

There is increased awareness of the changes in revenue streams to support 
the life and work of the General Curia: dependent houses, initiatives in 
missionary evangelization, support for the PUA and other programs for initial 
formation in the ‘emerging entities’ in Africa, Asia, and elsewhere. The General 
Definitorium therefore took the initiative of establishing a new foundation, 
Fondazione Fraternitas. While it functions as an independent foundation, 
much like the General Secretariat for Franciscan Missions in Waterford, USA, 
the founding members are the Minister General and the General Definitorium. 
The primary purpose of Fondazione Fraternitas is to promote awareness of 
the needs of the Order to the general public, identify new donors, cultivate 
major donors, approve projects, and provide oversight for funds received. 
The Fondazione Fraternitas approves those projects that have received prior 
approval of the General Definitory. The priority areas for Fraternitas include: 
Franciscan missionary evangelization; Franciscan formation and studies; 
Franciscan efforts in the areas of justice, peace, and integrity of creation; 
and requests to respond to emergency situations. A complete description of 
this new Fondazione Fraternitas can be found in the Report of the Office of 
Development and Fundraising in Appendix 8. 

It is important to note that the major responsibility for all projects 
in missionary evangelization, formation and studies, and JPIC has been 
transferred from the respective Secretariats (GSME, GSFS) and Office (JPIC) 
to the Fondazione Fraternitas and the Office for Development. The latter is 
responsible for working closely with entities of the Order as they prepare 
projects requiring financial support. This Office will present to the General 
Definitorium projects that are in keeping with the values and goals of the Order 
and the Magisterium, and that promote integral ecology. Special consideration 
will be given to the projects that are presented by regions of the Order where 
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financial resources are very limited (Africa, Asia, Latin America, etc.). The 
challenge for the Fondazione Fraternitas will be to produce strong financial 
and management results. 

In the midst of the many changes that are occurring with regard to 
fundraising and meeting the needs of entities of the Order, there has been 
a general move in the direction of project-based programming for funding. 
Entities that require financial support for the priority areas listed above 
must go through a preparation and vetting process that places much of the 
responsibility for the project in their hands. Despite initial difficulties and 
challenges, this approach is more in keeping with what is taking place in 
the development and fundraising world, with a special focus on deepening 
competence and transparency at the local level.  Early results demonstrate 
improved systems for management of projects and also improved reporting 
on use of funds received. This has allowed the General Curia (GSME, GSFS, 
JPIC), through the Office of Fundraising and Development, to work more 
closely with Missionszentrale (MZF) and Waterford (GSME) to coordinate 
project requests, avoid duplication, and develop a greater sense of a Franciscan 
ethics of financial responsibility, described in the document The Franciscan 
Management of Resources. (Rome 2014) 

MANDATE 17: 
Providing Economic Support for the Work of the 

GSFS

Much of what has been described above regarding methods for providing 
financial support for the work of the GSME applies equally to the GSFS. Unlike 
the case for the GSME, it was at a meeting of the General Definitorium and the 
Presidents of the Conferences in May 2012 that the practice was established 
whereby funding for the GSFS would be accomplished through the structure 
based on the current ‘tax bands’, which applies to both the general ‘solidarity 
contribution’ and to the GSME. The 2015 General Chapter voted to extend 
this method “until the next general Chapter, with an annual review during 
the meeting with the Presidents.” It will be the task of the upcoming General 
Chapter to decide how best to proceed. While the GSFS has presented its work 
each year at the meeting with the Presidents of the Conferences, I do not recall 
any specific discussion about how the solidarity contribution for the GSFS 
is conducted. The Presidents have consistently expressed their support and 
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appreciation for the work of the GSFS, especially its efforts to engage with and 
support the work in formation and studies within each of the entities of the 
Conference, encouraging the GSFS to continue in this direction. 

As has been the case with the GSME, the GSFS has witnessed a dramatic 
increase in requests for funding programs related to ongoing and initial 
formation, with priority given to the latter. In part, this is an indication of 
vocational growth in several regions. Annually, the GSFS receives project 
requests totaling well over 1.800.000 Euros. Priority is given to regions 
lacking adequate financial resources (Africa, Asia, Latin America, and some 
parts of Eastern Europe).  With the help of the Office of Fundraising, other 
Franciscan fundraising entities, private Catholic foundations, other religious 
congregations, and friends, the GSFS has been able to cover 48.6% of its annual 
budget with funds other than the solidarity contributions from the Provinces 
and Custodies of the Order. Looking to the future, the challenges are the same 
as those confronting the GSME. We remain optimistic that with the creation 
of the Fondazione Fraternitas, we will be able to develop new, alternative ways 
of generating funds to support projects vital for the life of the Order.

I refer you to the graphs in Appendix 6 to have a better understanding of 
where monies received are being directed.  These come from within the Order, 
from our Franciscan fundraising efforts worldwide, from private foundations, 
other religious congregations, and our friends. These funds for the formation 
and study needs of the Order are distributed in the following way: 

• Scholarships: 58.7% (especially the PUA)
• Africa: 28.8%
• Asia: 4.5%
• Europe (mostly Eastern): 2.8%
• Central/South America: 1%
• Other: 4.1%
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D. An Integral Ecology for the Order

MANDATE 10:
 Increased Attention to Integral Ecology, and the 

Preparation of a Study Guide

It is worth noting that care for creation appeared only once in the 61 
mandates of the 2009 General Chapter.  From the 2015 General Chapter there 
are three (3) mandates that deal with this theme in the life of the Order: 10, 
11, and 19. This indicates increased attention to the global climate crisis, a 
deepening involvement of the Friars in the area of integral ecology, and the 
publication and positive reception of Pope Francis’s encyclical Laudato Si’. The 
same theme emerged as one of seven (7) central concerns operative in the 
entities of the Order, according to reports from the Conferences presented at 
the 2018 CPO. Following the CPO, the General Definitory made a decision to 
focus on three of seven key areas identified as important for Friars: Franciscan 
identity; accompaniment of youth; and care for our common home/integral 
ecology. These three themes continue to guide animation efforts by the General 
Government of the Order (2018-2021).

The General Definitory asked the Office of Justice, Peace, and Integrity 
of Creation (JPIC) to assume the primary role of preparing a Study Guide 
on care for creation. What resulted was collaborative work with experts in 
ecology, theology, Franciscan spirituality, Friars and other practitioners, 
resulting in the document entitled The Cry of the Earth and the Cries of the 
Poor: An OFM Study Guide on the Care of Creation. (Rome 2016) Its goal is to 
promote an ecological spirituality, simplification of our lifestyle, and a deeply 
‘ecological conversion’, both integral and integrating, guided by authentic 
charity and justice. (Cf. The Cry of the Earth, p. 6, 10-11) The study guide 
also provides tools for evaluating our lifestyle, and for generating discussion 
and collective action. It urges us to examine our attitudes, the theological and 
spiritual assumptions that guide our thought and actions, and to deepen our 
knowledge of the scientific facts regarding the impact of human activity on 
the environment. Finally, it provides practical suggestions for how the local 
fraternity, the Province, Custody or Foundation can implement suggestions 
to promote an authentic change of lifestyle, a conversion of mind, heart, and 
action. 
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In addition to the publication of the Study Guide, the Office of JPIC 
has organized webinars, along with pilgrimages to promote a Franciscan 
spirituality of integral ecology. It has engaged with the Global Catholic 
Climate Movement and other external partners, and launched the Laudato Si’ 
Revolution. The Office also engaged successfully in collaborative efforts with 
the GSFS and GSME. It played an important role in raising public awareness 
and engaging in advocacy for the signing by 186 countries of the 2015 Paris 
Agreement to combat climate change (COP 21). The Office works closely 
with the PUA and its newly-approved interdisciplinary Licentiate in Integral 
Ecology. A brief report of the main work of the Office is found in Appendix 8.

MANDATE 11: 
Implementation of the Study Guidelines of The Cry of 
the Earth and the Cries of the Poor in the Fraternities 

at Local, Provincial, Custodial, and Foundation 
Levels

During the many fraternal visits I have been able to conduct, I have been 
amazed by the commitment of the Friars to engage with the proposals of 
Pope Francis in Laudato Si’, as well as those found in the Study Guide, The 
Cry of the Earth and the Cries of the Poor. (Rome 2016) While I am not sure 
all of the Friars have read the Study Guide, what is most important is that 
they have, in general, taken seriously the crisis our common home is facing, 
engaging their spiritual and fraternal energies to create practical responses. 
Friars are giving clear, positive witness by simple actions: reducing the use of 
plastic; recycling; separating trash; reducing use of water where possible, and 
participating in local religious and social activities to promote commitment 
to integral ecology. Several fraternities now meet their energy needs using 
alternative ‘green’ sources, including solar panels, while many others have 
moved to LED lighting. More examples of the work of Friars and fraternities 
to integrate integral ecology into our Franciscan way of life can be found below 
where I deal with Mandate 19.

On the other hand, there are still individual friars who do not seem 
convinced by the science of human-induced climate change. They do not see 
the urgency of this issue for the future of human communities and the planet as 
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articulated by Pope Francis in Laudato Si’.  Nor are they persuaded by careful 
reading of our Franciscan sources, even the magna carta of the spirituality of 
integral ecology, St. Francis’s Canticle of the Creatures. There is no doubt that 
the Order has embraced this theme of integral ecology for many years, at least 
since the last revision of the CCGG. The most explicit demonstration is found 
in the CCGG 1 §2, which leaves little doubt about the essential nature of this 
priority to the faithful living out of our evangelical vocation. Article 86 of the 
Ratio Formationis Franciscanae also makes this quite clear: 

All the Friars and candidates should be formed to preach peace and 
justice through their deeds and to overcome evil by doing good. And 
they should show feelings of respect (reverence) for Creation in so far 
as it is a sign of the Creator, inducing others to be constructors of peace 
and to safeguard creation. (Cf. CCGG 71)  

I also refer you to the resource document for ongoing formation entitled 
Pilgrims and Strangers in this World. (Rome 2008) The intention of this 
document is to help all of us understand and engage in the daily living out 
of the values contained in Chapter IV of the CCGG. It focuses on offering 
concrete examples and suggestions on how we integrate care for the poor 
and care for creation into our spiritual life, fraternity, and our missionary 
evangelization. The question is not ‘whether’ this is vital to our vocation and 
mission. Rather, it is a matter of learning together how to integrate this into 
our daily lives, which is what Mandates 11 and 19 of the 2015 General Chapter 
seek also to do. There is no time for us to further delay assuming responsibility 
for the plight of humanity and the environment. Now is the time for all of us 
to engage with our full energies, and those of the entire Order, accompanying 
the Church and the world community in this noble endeavor.

MANDATE 19: 
Integral Ecology at the Level of the Local Fraternity

Mandate 19 is a direct invitation to each local fraternity of the Order to 
incorporate into its Plan for Life and Mission a strong ecological dimension, 
targeting individual lifestyle and collective action. It builds on the proposals 
found in the JPIC study guide Care for Creation in the Daily Life of the Friars 
Minor. (Rome 2011) 
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I am pleased to report that the Friars in many parts of the world have 
taken this mandate seriously, applying it to simple and even more complex 
applications in the promotion of sustainability and protection for our 
common home. According to the JPIC Laudato Si’ Revolution website (https://
www.laudatosirevolution.org/energy-transition/), fraternities have introduced 
solar energy as a clean, alternative energy source. In Korea, USA, Austria, 
Brazil, Guinea-Bissau, Kenya, Zambia, Democratic Republic of Congo, South 
Sudan, and in any number of other entities of the Order, solar energy, and 
the introduction of LED lighting to significantly reduce power usage, give 
clear witness to some progress made in achieving the goal of Mandate 19. The 
General Definitorium and the General Treasurer, working with the Office of 
JPIC have made efforts to introduce solar panels into the energy plan of the 
General Curia and the Antonianum. However, due to local regulations, it is 
proving very difficult to move forward with these initiatives. I fear that local 
politics and economics are guided by interests that are less than transparent. 
Still, I hope that the next general administration of the Order might pursue 
these efforts. 

Friars also have taken seriously the call to reduce the use of plastics in local 
fraternities, and to separate rubbish (plastics, organic, metals, glass, etc.). All 
of these reflect efforts to increase awareness among the Friars of the impact of 
our lives on the environment while making a positive contribution to reducing 
this impact. Friars in some regions also have reduced their dependence on 
vehicles, choosing instead to use public transport where possible. In addition, 
Friars and entities are engaged in promoting sustainable agricultural practices, 
working closely with local farmers, while respecting local cultural knowledge 
and sensitivities. Two specific cases come to mind in this regard: Indonesia and 
India. Friars also are offering training programs in sustainable development, 
and courses dealing with the central values presented in the encyclical Laudato 
Si’. I hope that all Friars of the Order might embrace the Laudato Si’ Revolution 
developed by the Office of JPIC, grounded in Catholic social teaching and in 
an integral ecological vision present in the life and words of our founder St. 
Francis.

https://www.laudatosirevolution.org/energy-transition/
https://www.laudatosirevolution.org/energy-transition/
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E. The Evangelizing Mission of the Order Today

MANDATE 13: 
Preparation of Guidelines on Missionary 

Evangelization

In 2009, the GSME was given the mandate (Mandate 16) by the General 
Chapter to prepare a set of guidelines to help entities of the Order respond 
more creatively and faithfully to their responsibility to be fully engaged in 
missionary evangelization. For different reasons, the GSME was not able to 
accomplish this task. The General Chapter once again proposed in Mandate 
13 that the GSME take the lead in preparing a set of guidelines on missionary 
evangelization. This process was once again begun but was interrupted by 
the resignations of the General Secretary for Missions and the Moderator for 
Evangelization. Despite these internal difficulties, I am pleased to inform you 
that the current General Secretary and Moderator, Brothers Alonso Morales 
and Valmir Ramos, have prepared a set of guidelines for the animation of 
missionary evangelization. They were approved by the General Definitorium 
at the November 2020 Tempo Forte. 

It is our sincere hope that these guidelines, which demonstrate a 
contemporary understanding of the nature of a ‘Franciscan’ approach to 
missionary evangelization in the life of the Church and the Order, will 
help Provinces and Custodies, and their Secretariats for Missions and 
Evangelization, in animating the work of:

1. establishing new missionary fraternities; 
2. evaluating current and ongoing missionary projects so as to promote 

best practices; and
3. reviewing the entire life and activities of their respective entity.

Clearly, this last aspect, that of reviewing the life and activities of our 
Franciscan entities, is all-embracing. It includes ‘ordinary’ pastoral activities 
with the goal of identifying new frontiers for missionary evangelization 
and developing new, updated strategies for responding to the changing 
reality around us, as called for by the 2018 CPO. This includes a study 
and integration of the principal documents of the Church’s program for 
missionary evangelization: Ecclesia Suam, Lumen Gentium, Gaudium et Spes, 
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Nostra Aetate, Ad Gentes, Evangelii Nuntiandi, Christifideles Laici, Redemptoris 
Missio, Dialogue and Proclamation, and most recently, Evangelii Gaudium and 
Laudato Si’. These guidelines also seek to promote a better understanding of 
the CCGG, especially Chapter V, and other documents of the Order dealing 
with our identity as co-disciples and co-missionaries on the road together: 
contemplative fraternities in mission! I will return to the question of missionary 
evangelization in the Order in the following chapter. 

MANDATE 14: 
Formation for Evangelizing Mission in the Order

The General Definitorium and the GSME have continued to provide moral 
and financial support to the missionary training program in Brussels, “Notre 
Dame des Nations,” which has existed since 2000. In 2005, the Capuchin and 
Conventual Friars joined this endeavor, providing personnel for the formation 
team, professors, instructors, and opening the doors of their fraternities in 
Belgium and Italy to participants. They also have actively promoted recruitment 
within their respective Orders. Since the year 2000, more than 300 Friars have 
participated in this experience.  Initially, a larger number of Friars participated 
in this program in preparation for departure to one of the mission territories 
of the Orders. Over time, an increasing number have used it as an instrument 
for ongoing formation. 

Under the current program, Friars live and study together for three months. 
One session is held in the Fall (September-November) in French while a second 
is held in the Spring (March-May). The program offers not only theoretical 
reflections and analyses but also experiential opportunities in Belgium (inter-
religious dialogue; migrants; local pastoral realities, sharing of experiences in 
the local parish, etc.). Fundamental to the program is the creation of a sense 
of fraternity as a vital dimension for all missionary evangelization. Great 
emphasis is, therefore, placed on group dynamics, interpersonal dialogue/
communications, the resolution of interpersonal conflicts, and the promotion 
of trust. Participants have the opportunity to visit the Franciscan shrines in 
Assisi and Italy at the conclusion of the program. 

Currently, there are three Friars who are in residence in Brussels. Br. 
Gianfrancesco Sisto (Province of St. Francis, Nairobi) is the Guardian and 
Director of the missionary program. Br. Benjamin Kabongo (Province of St. 
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Mary of the Angels, Democratic Republic of Congo) is the local Vicar, team 
member, and coordinator of the pastoral care of Notre-Dame de Val Duchesse. 
Br. Tomo Andic’ (Province of the Holy Cross, Bosnia) serves as the local 
bursar and provides pastoral service to the Croatian Catholic community in 
Belgium. Special thanks to these three Friars who have been engaged in this 
important work for much of the last 10 years. Thanks, also, to the Capuchin 
and Conventual Friars who have dedicated periods of time to working on the 
team, or offering courses or guiding reflections, and providing other services. 

The General Secretaries for Missions and Evangelization of the three 
Orders - OFM, Conventual, and Capuchin - have conducted an evaluation 
of the missionary training program. The results of their evaluation will be 
presented to the three Ministers General and their Definitories early in 2021. 
There are several proposals currently under discussion. They revolve around 
the following: 

1. Possible change of location from Brussels and the friary/retreat center 
of Chant d’Oiseau;

2. urgent need to renew Friar personnel; 
3. possible revision of the missionary training program currently in use; 

and
4. need to reduce operational costs where possible.

The three Secretaries of their respective GSME have expressed an overall 
satisfaction with the program but also see the need to implement one or all 
of the four proposals listed above and currently under discussion. It would 
be important that respective Ministers General and their Definitories study 
and act on the final proposals that the Secretaries will present early in 2021. 
However, it is clear that the benefits of this missionary training program 
support the need for our Order to continue in this direction. (Cf. Acta Capituli 
Generalis, 2015, Commission 8, p. 402 §6)

The Union of Franciscan Conferences of Latin America (UCLAF) 
have for some time raised the question as to whether a similar missionary 
training program might be established in their region to serve the needs of 
the Friars. (Cf. Acta Capituli Generalis, 2015, Commission 8, p. 402 §6) The 
purpose would be to have something available in Spanish and/or Portuguese, 
grounded in the realities of the Church in Latin America, while also reflecting 
the universal dimensions of Gospel, Church, and Order. Over the course of 
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these past six years, this proposal has been discussed among the Conferences 
of Ministers of UCLAF, and also in individual meetings with Ministers of the 
four – now three – Conferences of Latin America. To date, nothing concrete 
has been proposed. Some Ministers of UCLAF suggest the need to strengthen 
the existing theological center of Petropolis in Brazil, with its emphasis on 
missionary evangelization.  Others have spoken of the possibility of creating an 
entirely new program modeled on best practices from the Brussels experience. 
It is unclear at this time when or how such a training program might be 
instituted within the regions of UCLAF. What is clear, however, is that this 
needs to begin within UCLAF and not be ‘from above’. The Conferences of 
East Asia and Oceania (EAC and SAAOC) also are seeking ways to promote 
the missionary vocation of the Order and provide training to Friars. These 
discussions are ongoing. 

MANDATE 15: 
Providing Support for the Vicariates, Prelatures, 
Diocese, and Archdiocese Entrusted to the Order

One of the methods employed by the Congregation for the Evangelization 
of Peoples (CEP), formerly known as Propaganda Fide, for creating, organizing 
and maintaining the presence of the Church in missionary territories was to 
establish Prelatures.  In the course of time, as these Prelatures became stronger 
and the number of baptized Catholics increased, many were transformed into 
Vicariates, and, at a later stage, into Dioceses. 

  In most cases, the CEP entrusted these nascent ecclesial realities to 
religious institutes considered to be the ‘founders’ of the Church in these 
regions. In the case of the Order, Friars were appointed to be the representative 
of the Pope (Apostolic Delegates, Administrators, Bishops, Archbishop) and 
were responsible for organizing, maintaining, and promoting the life of the 
Church and the people of God within their jurisdictions. 

  As presented below and in Appendix 10, the Order, working through 
Provinces, is now responsible for seventeen (17) of these ecclesial entities. 
Concretely, this means that the Order, in collaboration with designated 
Provinces, has the responsibility to provide missionary personnel, financial 
support, and maintain close contact with the Ordinaries of each of these 
ecclesial realities. Practically, the Provinces that have been historically involved 
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are finding it increasingly difficult to fulfill the expectations and obligations of 
the CEP, as is the Order. More will be said about this in what follows. 

One of the most difficult challenges facing the Order has to do with the 
seventeen entities – thirteen (13) Vicariates, two (2) Prelatures, and two (2) 
Dioceses that the Holy See has entrusted to it. I would first like to list these 
17 ecclesial entities, say a word about specific challenges, and invite the entire 
Order to reflect together on how best to respond to the obligation to provide 
personnel, financial support, and other animation. (Cf. Appendix 8) The entire 
Order is responsible for these Vicariates and Prelatures, not just the Curia 
or the Province or Custody directly involved! How might we help all of the 
entities of the Order assume some part of this responsibility? 

I wish to convey to the Franciscan and other bishops, Friars, and other 
religious and lay missionaries who are directly involved with the life and 
work of these Vicariates and Prelatures a renewed commitment to support 
you spiritually, materially, and with personnel where and when possible. Your 
witness and work are a testimony to fidelity and your trust in God even as 
you face daily the challenges of trying to maintain a quality of evangelizing 
presence, protect the dignity and rights of the people, and also defend and 
protect the environment. May God bless you and keep you strong in faith and 
persevering in service. 

Vicariates, Prelatures, and Dioceses for which the Order is 
Responsible:

Bolivia (4): Aiquile (Prelature); Beni, Camiri, and Ñuflo de Chávez 
(Vicariates)
Colombia (1): *Guapi (Vicariate)
Ecuador (2): Galapagos, *Zamora (Vicariates)
Egypt (1): Alexandria (Vicariate)
Djibouti and Mogadishu (1) (Diocese)
Libya (2): Tripoli, Benghazi (Vicariates)
Mexico (1): Nayar (Prelature);
Morocco (1): Tanger (Diocese)
Peru (3): Requena; *San José, San Ramon (Vicariates)
Syria (1): Aleppo (Vicariate)
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Three of the 17 Vicariates (*) now have a non-Franciscan bishop: Zamora, 
Ecuador; Guapi, Colombia; and San José in Peru.

In dealing with the Vicariates and the Prelatures, a number of challenges 
have emerged and demand attention, continued dialogue, and perseverance 
on the part of the Provinces and Custodies entrusted by the Order with the 
duty to support and accompany them. Providing well-suited, well-prepared, 
and well-disposed Friars is, perhaps, the most difficult challenge the Order 
faces. While this challenge is much broader, touching all of the missionary 
projects under the direct supervision of the Minister General and the General 
Definitorium, the situation in the Vicariates and Prefectures is especially 
difficult. 

As Provinces experience a decrease in new vocations, as aging and 
health concerns reduce the number of Friars available to serve, and as young 
Friars express less interest and willingness to serve in these ‘remote’ regions 
of the Church, it becomes increasingly difficult for the Provinces to fulfill 
what the Church and the Order requires of them. When speaking about life 
in the Vicariates or Prelatures to the Friars during fraternal visits, I often 
hear many of the same comments. “Who wants to go to a place that lacks 
internet, electricity, and other ‘essentials’?”  “Who wants to struggle to learn 
a new culture, a new language, leaving behind the comfort of one’s home and 
friends?” (Cf. GSME Report, 1.1.8.4, Appendix 5) “Who wants to go into a 
war zone, or to a region where drug and gun-related violence is part of the 
daily life of people?” I wish I could say that all Friars of the Order are ready 
and willing to embrace these challenges, and to volunteer to go to one of these 
special ‘missionary’ territories but that simply is not the case. It takes a special 
commitment, a solid character, a sound mind, and a peaceful heart in order to 
embrace one of these missionary territories entrusted to the Order. I believe 
we have many Friars who would be able to meet these criteria. Perhaps what 
is lacking is the courage to let go as if all depended on God, to trust that God 
will lead, guide, and protect those who are willing to embrace mission in one 
of our Vicariates or Prelatures.  

Responsibility for the Vicariates and Prelatures is not limited to providing 
moral support and personnel. There is a significant economic cost. Some of the 
Provinces or Custodies that previously provided financial support no longer 
are able to do so. Some of the bishops of these Vicariates and Prelatures have 
managed to create effective ways for attracting personnel – Friars, diocesan 
or other priests, and lay missionaries – and financial resources. Other bishops 
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have been less successful. Also, with the naming of non-Franciscan bishops to 
some of the Vicariates, the Provinces, Custodies, and Friars feel less connected 
and responsible for these Vicariates. The General Curia provides some 
modest funding to Vicariates and Prelatures most in need and continues to 
encourage the Provinces and Custodies to provide personnel, where possible, 
to accompany them. Clearly, this invitation should be extended to all of the 
entities of the Order that might be willing and able to support one of the 
special missionary responsibilities of the Order. 

A further challenge is related to theological understandings of the mission 
of the Church in the Vicariates and Prelatures, and to a pastoral vision, or lack 
thereof, which guides the work of the local church. The text from Proverbs 29:18 
comes to mind: “Where there is no vision, the people perish.” Friars in several 
of the Vicariates and Prelatures, and those in the Provinces and Custodies 
responsible for providing personnel, have expressed frustration with what 
appears to be a type of ‘emergency’ approach to planning and management. 
Everything seems to be in reaction to various crises rather than the logical 
consequence of a well-planned and well-executed pastoral plan. Some argue 
that the precarious nature of these special ecclesial entities, reflective of local 
realities, makes it impossible to move forward with the development of a well-
constructed theological, practical pastoral plan of action. I have no doubt 
there are many local challenges and uncertainties over which bishops and 
Friars have little control. Yet it is also increasingly difficult to convince Friars 
or pastoral agents from outside of the Order (diocesan priests Fidei donum, 
non-Franciscan religious, and lay missionaries) to embark upon a journey on 
a ship that has no sails and no rudder. This issue has been raised with some of 
the Franciscan and non-Franciscan bishops of the Vicariates and Prelatures 
during meetings with the Minister General, General Definitors, GSME, and at 
other regional meetings in which they participated. Progress has been made 
by these Vicariates and Prelatures in developing collegial processes involving 
all pastoral agents for the elaboration and implementation of a pastoral plan. I 
hope these efforts will continue, and that they might bear fruit.

One final comment on the current challenges facing the Vicariates and 
Prelatures entrusted to the Order. Some Friars have ‘appropriated’ mission 
regions for themselves, making it very difficult for collaboration with the local 
bishop, the Province or Custody, and with other Friars. I recall participating 
in a meeting with bishops and Friar missionaries in several of the Vicariates 
and Prelatures. Two things became quickly apparent. First, some Friars made 
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it clear that they were the ones responsible for the parishes or mission regions 
entrusted to them. Some had been at the same mission station for many years, 
creating in them a sense of ownership and control that make it difficult for 
Friars or other missionary personnel (laity) to work with them. This can also 
create serious difficulties for the bishops who find themselves acquiescing 
because of a lack of viable alternatives. It is not as if they could simply ask 
the Friar to leave ‘his’ mission. Who would be willing and ready to replace 
the Friar, especially when there are so many other mission stations without a 
Franciscan and/or priestly presence? Friars who embrace this particular vision 
and approach to missionary evangelization see little or no value in the power 
of the fraternity as the source for the evangelizing efforts of the Friars, nor do 
they place much importance in the preparation of lay friars, religious sisters or 
the laity to serve as co-missionaries and co-disciples with them, seeing them 
simply as an addendum or non-essential workers. (Cf. GSME, Report, p. 14, 
§A, Appendix 5) Their vision of church and missionary evangelization betrays 
a misguided mindset expressive of clericalism, something that continues to 
afflict not only the Church but also the Order. 

In chapter 4, more will be said about the centrality of fraternity to a 
Franciscan practice of missionary evangelization (CCGG 87 §2 et passim), and 
about the critical role that all evangelizing agents are to play in the work of the 
Order: Friar priests; lay Friars; other religious; and the laity. 

Our Work is Only Beginning

Much more needs to be done towards the full achievement of the mandates, 
and the values each mandate seeks to transmit to all the Friars of the Order. 
During the sessions of each Tempo Forte the General Definitory, working 
closely with the GSFS, GSME, the Office of JPIC, and the Office of the General 
Treasurer, have frequently invited those responsible for each of these areas to 
provide an ongoing update of their work, and of difficulties encountered. The 
goal has been to keep one another informed so that, in cases of particular 
difficulty, viable solutions might be developed and implemented in a collegial 
manner. While the efforts of the Minister General, the General Definitory, 
the secretariats and the offices are critical, we also recognize that very little 
can truly be accomplished unless all Friars of the Order assume their own 
responsibility for the ongoing construction of this unfinished evangelical 
project begun by St. Francis, and all entities engage in it fully in a collaborative 
manner, in communion of mind and heart. 
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Challenges to Fulfilling the Mandates

When speaking about mandates, there arise two distinct challenges. First, 
it is difficult to prepare programs, documents, or collective actions for the 
universal brotherhood when dealing with such great diversity present in the 
Order. (Cf. GSFS, Report to the General Chapter, Appendix 3) A method or 
approach that might work in country or region A might not have the same 
effect or be perceived in the same way in region B. Also, some themes are more 
widely discussed and have generated greater interest in some regions while 
meeting resistance in others. Diversity is a blessing but also a challenge. 

Second, no matter how many advances have been made in the field of 
communications and technology, there is a general difficulty experienced in 
the Order, that of failing to provide feedback on documents and proposals 
for collaboration with the Definitory, the GSFM, GSME, and the Office for 
Justice, Peace, and Integrity of Creation.  There are, of course, exceptions to 
this general rule. The Handbook for Guardians prepared by the GSFS in 2019 
has generated great interest and dialogue between the entities of the Order 
with the GSFS. The on-line programs presented by JPIC also have received 
strong welcome and support.  Special thanks to Brothers Cesare Vaiani and 
Siniša Balajić (GSFS), and to Brothers Jaime Campos and Rufino Lin who 
have been instrumental in garnering respect and mobilizing engagement. 
Thanks, also, to the persistence of Brothers Alonso Morales and Valmir Ramos 
(GSME) who were successful in engaging with the Secretaries for Missionary 
Evangelization in preparation for their Report to the General Chapter but only 
after having made numerous contacts.
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CHAPTER 2

Animation of the Life of the Order 2015-2021

The Rule and life of the Friars Minor is this, namely, to observe the 
Holy Gospel of Our Lord Jesus Christ, by living in obedience, without 
anything of one’s own, and in chastity.  (Francis of Assisi, RB 1)

The friars, as followers of St. Francis, are bound to lead a radically 
evangelical life, namely: to live in a spirit of prayer and devotion and in 
fraternal fellowship; they are to offer a witness of penance and minority; 
and, in charity towards all [human]kind, they are to announce the 
Gospel throughout the whole world and to preach reconciliation, 
peace and justice by their deeds; and to show respect [reverentiam] for 
creation. (CCGG 1 §2)

We must all make the choice – on the personal, local, and Provincial 
(Custodial, Foundation) levels – to become truly Brothers and Lesser 
Ones, going out to the places in our world where God’s joy and mercy 
are so desperately needed.”  (2015 General Chapter Document, Going to 
the Peripheries…, 33)

Introduction

Brothers steeped in the Gospel life. Radically committed to prayer, 
fraternity, penance, minority, and ongoing conversion. Co-disciples and 
co-missionaries called to ‘go out’ to the world and to enter into the many 
peripheries – existential, geographical, religious, cultural, intergenerational, 
etc. - in a spirit of inter gentes. Sojourners open to change, to transformation, 
and to holy newness. Ambassadors of justice, peace, mercy, reconciliation, 
encounter, dialogue, and reverence for creation, together with the Church and 
all of humanity. These are the key identity markers of what it means to be a 
Friar Minor today in a world that is rapidly changing; where divisions and 
inequalities are becoming more pronounced; and where racism, homophobia, 
sexism and all other such ‘isms’ are creating divisions and giving rise to 
overt expressions of violence. It also is a world where the planet, the natural 
environment, is being threatened by human impact on climate change. 
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A Brief Word about Integral Fraternal Ecology

Graced with a tremendous spiritual sensitivity and insight, Francis, seeking 
to respond to the challenges of his time, was led by the Spirit of God to adopt a 
vision of the interconnectedness of all living things. Pope Francis, reflecting on 
the Saint of Assisi, recognizes St. Francis as a “mystic and a pilgrim who lived 
in simplicity and in wonderful harmony. He shows us just how inseparable 
the bond is between concern for nature, justice for the poor, commitment to 
society, and interior peace” (LS 10). What the pope is pointing to is a vision 
of an integral fraternal ecology, the recognition of the dignity and sacredness 
– sacramentality – of all living things, each revealing some dimension of 
the grace of God, God’s loving presence within and commitment to all God 
creates, loves, and sustains (Cf. M. Himes, K. Himes, “The Sacrament of 
Creation,” in Dawn Nothwehr, OSF, Franciscan Theology of the Environment: 
An Introductory Reader, Quincy University, Franciscan Press, 2002:352-3). For 
Francis, fraternity became the most practical way of celebrating the reality of 
this profound truth, and for reclaiming all things for God. Pope Francis has 
understood this very well and has incorporated this insight into fraternitas in 
Fratelli Tutti.

This sacredness, this sacramentality of interconnectedness that exists 
between all living things did not remain a theological abstraction, something 
upon which great treatises and masterful expositions could be constructed. 
Rather, for Francis, the sacramentality of an integral fraternal ecology was 
brought to life and expressed through concrete acts of love, kindness, and 
mercy. In his Testatment §2, Francis writes: “And the Lord Himself led me 
among them and I showed mercy to them.” Other texts authored by Francis 
reflect this sense of blessed sacredness, the interconnectedness that flows 
from the recognition that we are brother and sister to all.  In the RnB Francis 
admonishes his brothers not to gossip or speak ill of one another, and not 
to enter into disputes or conflicts but rather to “strive to live humbly, saying: 
I am a useless servant” (Chapter XI §3; see also Admonitions, XXIV, XXV). 
He continues: “Let them love one another, as the Lord says: This is my 
commandment: love one another as I have loved you. Let them express this love 
they have for one another by their deeds…” (op. cit. §5-6;  Cf. also RB 7 §7-8). 
The Friars are to live in this manner among themselves, in the first instance, 
showing kindness and concern for one another, recognizing the imprint of 
divine sacredness present in each of the brothers (Cf. Bonaventure on the 
divine vestige, Sentences II, d. 16, a. 1, q. 1, resp. in Opera Omnia, II: 395a; 



- 69 -

Report of the Minister General: Chapter 2

Quaestiones disp. De scientia Christi, q. 4, resp. in Opera Omnia, V. 24a; and 
Questiones disp. De mysterio SS Trinitas, q. 1, art. 2, resp. Opera Omnia, V:54).

A. Methods for the Animation of the Order, 2015-2021

In the first chapter of this report, I addressed directly the issue of the 
mandates, which the 2015 General Chapter had entrusted to the Order to carry 
forward in the years 2015-2021. I would now like to focus on methods used by 
the General Definitorium, the GSME, GSME, JPIC, and all other services of 
the General Curia to engage the Friars of the Order in the promotion of the life 
of the universal fraternity. Various priority areas of the work of the Order will 
be examined within the larger context of animation. However, I would first 
call your attention to the centrality of the theme of “Contemplative Fraternity 
in Mission,” which has found resonance among the Friars of many entities of 
the Order. 

Moving to the Peripheries as Brothers and ‘Lesser Ones’

The theme of the 2015 General Chapter invited us to embrace once again 
the desire to move outwards towards peripheries in all of their various forms 
as an expression of our specific vision of the interconnectedness of all things 
and of our responsibility to share fraternity in a spirit of faith, hope, and love 
with all people and in respect for our common home. The General Definitory 
took this call seriously and set about to organize a program of animation of the 
life of the Friars and entities of the Order in a way that might inspire a sense 
of all of us being on this adventure together. This has led us to embrace three 
concepts and practices that have emerged in recent times as ‘instruments’ 
for advancing the life of the Church, the Order, and all of humanity. These 
instruments have been brought together in one single motto or saying: 
“Contemplative Fraternity in Mission”. They involve the following: 

1. Contemplation: a rediscovery of the centrality of prayer, individual 
and collective discernment, listening to the Word of God in the 
Scriptures, and operative within the lives of each of the Friars, and 
recognizing the mysterious presence of the Triune God present in all 
people, all of creation, and embracing the principle of an alternance of 
the way of doing the Gospel, moving out from action towards a space 
for contemplation, and moving back towards active engagement in the 
missionary and pastoral work of the Church and the Order;
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2. Fraternity: the development of a greater sense of actually belonging to 
a family, not simply occupying the same physical space or participating 
in common acts (prayer, meals, work, recreation) but taking the risk to 
invest all of ourselves in the shared life of the fraternity, recognizing that 
our vocation, by its very nature, is shaped and depends upon a sharing 
of life that is deeply interpersonal, one that leads to communion of 
mind, heart, and spirit; and

3. Evangelizing Mission inter gentes, demonstrating a willingness to ‘go 
out’ from the comfort of our friaries and virtual worlds and to enter 
into relationship with others, inter gentes, listening to their stories of 
hope and joy, despair and sadness, journeying with them as Jesus did 
on the road heading towards Emmaus, bringing the transverse values 
of justice, peace, and integrity of creation, and sharing with them 
“reason for [our] hope…with gentleness and reverence” (1Peter 3:15; 
Cf. RnB 16). 

A New Method for Animating the Life of the Order

In the months immediately following the 2015 General Chapter, the 
General Definitory recognized the profound impact of significant changes 
occurring at an ever-increasing rate globally and simultaneously decided 
against preparing and forwarding to you a six-year plan for animation. This 
practice of a six-year plan prepared by the General Definitorium might have 
worked well in the past but it no longer appeared to us to be practical and 
useful. We recognized, rather, the need to embrace a more flexible strategy, 
more organic in nature, one that could be informed by what was taking place 
in the ongoing life of the Friars, in the Church, and in the world, one that could 
be adjusted so as to be more responsive, more immediate. 

The General Definitorium made a conscious decision to adopt three 2-year 
plans that would allow for the opportunity, in dialogue with you the Friars, to 
listen, discern, and act in real time. Our hope was – and remains – that we have 
been able to adapt our messaging and general approach to animation in a way 
that touches more deeply the life of the brothers.  To this end, we offered to the 
Order several sets of Animation Guidelines, all inspired by the central themes 
that emerged from the 2015 Chapter, “Moving to the Peripheries as Brothers 
and ‘Lesser Ones’.” At the heart of our animation has been the express desire 
to listen first, dialogue extensively, and then to dare to share a few ideas and 
experiences that might find some degree of resonance within your daily, lived 
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experience.  What also is at the heart of this animation is the belief that each 
of us participates in God’s mission in an equal manner; each of us must do our 
share, carry our load; each must add his particular gifts and ideas: this is the 
method of ‘doing’ the Gospel together that Francis wished for his brothers, the 
method that guided his life and actions and set a spiritual tone that continues 
to influence the life of the Friars of the Order in those moments when we allow 
for it. 

Let us look briefly at each of these sets of animation guidelines for the 
years 2016-2017, 2018-2019, and 2020-2021.

B. Animation Guidelines for 2016-2017

The Animation Guidelines for the years 2016-2017 expressed three 
simultaneous movements: (1) within the Order; (2) within the Church; (3) and 
within the world. Nothing stands still. All things are in movement. This basic 
understanding, I believe, helps us to catch a glimpse of the fundamental vision 
and experience of Francis and the early brothers who were continuously ‘on the 
move’, a movement engaging the brotherhood in the life of the Church and the 
world. For those who enjoy travel and seeing the world, this movement might 
seem very appealing. However, what was at stake was a deeper movement, 
one that involved the same dynamics that are found in the biblical accounts of 
exodus. This deeper movement involves much humility, honesty, a willingness 
to strip off all those things that we have accumulated and that are secondary 
or even harmful: attitudes that do little to promote communion with others; 
and the accumulation of things or even people in a manner that obscures our 
vision and leads us to take our eyes off of God and off the essential values of 
God’s kingdom.  

Such a fraternal ecological vision requires that each of us enter into a 
process of internal and structural conversion, one promoting mercy and 
reconciliation among ourselves, across all sectors of the Franciscan family, 
within the Church, and extending outwards towards the human community 
and to all of the created universe. It is in this spirit that the General Definitory, 
and all of the secretariats and offices of the Curia, embraced the call of 
Pope Francis to commit to a Jubilee Year of Mercy (2016), the theme of our 
animation program for 2016.
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Breaking of Fraternal Communion

One of the more immediate needs for forgiveness, reconciliation, and 
healing we perceived is linked directly to what transpired over a series of 
years leading up to the revelation of financial irregularities within the Curia 
in December 2014. This breach of trust and abuse of the goods of the Curia 
did serious damage to our fraternal communion. Brothers felt deceived, 
angry, confused, and discouraged because of the actions of some people, 
friars and laity. Clearly, these feelings conditioned the conduct of the 2015 
General Chapter, which was filled with tension and a great deal of naming 
and blaming. Lack of trust and demands for greater accountability on the 
part of the Provinces and Custodies of the Order played a tremendous role in 
encouraging (obliging) the General Curia to revise all of its financial structures 
to ensure greater transparency. In the midst of these tensions, we heard the 
voice of God inviting us – or, perhaps, demanding of us – that we once gain 
“renew our trust in the God who speaks even in the darkness, whose Word is 
ever alive” (Cf. Going to the Periphery 2015, 14). [A fuller presentation on the 
financial situation of the Order, the initiatives we have taken to ensure greater 
control, transparency, and reporting will be provided by the General Treasurer 
in his Report to the General Chapter.]

This very painful admission of financial irregularities within the Curia 
and with institutions and individuals in the private sector entrusted with 
management of these resources created a space in which other entities of the 
Order – Provinces, Custodies, projects in which Friars were involved – could 
come forward in a moment of honesty and present similar painful experiences 
of financial irregularities and the destructive impact they were having on the 
life and mission of the Friars.  In a certain sense, perhaps what was perceived 
only in negative terms – the loss of millions of Euros because of unethical and 
potentially illegal actions on the part of individuals within and outside of the 
Order – actually provided us with a grace-filled moment. We were granted 
the opportunity to come face to face with the demons that had entered into 
our structures and to seek to purify them and us. This moment also provided 
an opportunity to admit failure, revise our way of seeing and doing things, 
and embrace a new set of values and strategies that clearly demonstrated a 
truly Franciscan Management of Resources. (Cf. 2014 document bearing this 
same title) Clearly, we recognized the need for mercy, pardon, and healing in 
the area of financial stewardship in the Order. It might be worthwhile, also, 
to examine Peter of John Olivi’s concept of usus pauper or “restricted use” 
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as an instrument for discerning and organizing an authentically Franciscan, 
Christocentric, fraternal, and ethical stewardship of finances. (Cf. Olivi, 
Quaetiones de Perfectione Evangelica and Tractatus de Usu Paupere) 

Forgiveness and Reconciliation among the First Order and TOR

A second movement in the promotion of forgiveness and reconciliation 
took a very different form involving the branches of the First Order and TOR. 
Again, Francis of Assisi and Francis from Buenos Aires were at the heart 
of this movement. Pope Francis actively participated in prayer and other 
events in Assisi related to the 8th centenary of the Pardon of Assisi. This was 
complemented by the special focus of the Jubilee Year of Mercy (2016) in 
which the entire Church was involved. 

The Ministers General created a four-year program entitle “A Path for 
Walking Together,” which sought to cultivate “growth in creative fidelity 
to the charism through more incisive and constructive joint witness.” (Cf. 
Franciscan Friars in Chapter, no. 5; Cf. also Br. Michael Perry, Report of the 
Minister General to the General Chapter 2015, no. 178-180) The idea of this 
program was to promote greater awareness and sensitivity to the many ways 
we have, historically, wounded one another, and to seek a common path of 
reconciliation together. The program also sought to promote a renewal of our 
common charismatic origins.

The idea of seeking pardon was extended well beyond the confines of 
our own OFM brotherhood. Working in collaboration with the Ministers 
General of the Capuchins, Conventuals, and TOR, the General Definitorium 
and all secretariats and offices of the Curia undertook a coordinated effort 
encouraging Friars to collaborate with members of the other branches of the 
First Order, with TOR, with the Second Order, and with other members of 
the Franciscan family to promote forgiveness and reconciliation between and 
among the Franciscan family. It was absolutely amazing to see how well all the 
members of the Franciscan family in so many different parts of the world came 
together to promote a spirit of mercy, forgiveness, reconciliation for past hurts 
and misunderstandings (Cf. RB 6:7, ‘Wherever the brothers may be and meet 
one another, let them show they are members of the same family”). Seminars 
were organized to examine the historical causes for divisions within the family 
and to propose possible new paths leading to greater dialogue, more frequent 
encounters, all with the express intention of promoting trust and communion. 
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On behalf of the General Definitory, I want to thank each and every 
Friar of the Order who helped organize or participated in these many shared 
initiatives. Clearly, their impact was felt deeply among the members of three 
branches of the First Order and TOR, reverberating also within the broader 
Franciscan family.  The impact was so powerful in one region of the world that 
the Friars from the three branches of the First Order declared their willingness 
to move immediately towards full reunification. 

Capitolo Generalissimo 

This movement towards promoting forgiveness and healing within the 
Franciscan family brought about another surprising event. A special inter-
obediential commission was established by the Ministers General (OFM, 
Conventuals, Capuchins, TOR) in Assisi, with coordination through the 
various general curias, to develop a program for promoting pardon and 
healing between the different Orders. Inspired by Pope Francis’ declaration of 
2016 as a Jubilee Year of Mercy, the commission proposed that the infamous 
1517 Capitolo Generale that never took place be celebrated in 2017 – a Capitolo 
Generalissimo - to mark a new starting point, allowing us to repent of the 
more than 500 years of harm we have done to one another. This Capitolo 
Generalissimo took place in 2017 in Spoleto, Italy. During this Chapter, each 
of the Ministers General spoke on behalf of their respective branch and asked 
forgiveness from the Friars of the other branches, and the brothers of TOR. 
It was a very powerful moment when we admitted our need to forgive one 
another, to embrace one another, and to pledge to initiate a new beginning, one 
promoting greater communion. This new beginning, it is hoped, will generate 
renewed trust, deepen friendship, cultivate a spirit of authentic brotherhood, 
and allow us to dream together about a future totally unlike that of the past 500 
years. (Cf. 1 Cel 2:103) 

A final step in this process of the Capitolo generalissimo led us to the seat 
of Peter, and to an encounter with Pope Francis. More than 400 Friars from the 
different branches of the First Order and TOR, and a few others from newer 
Franciscan congregations and institutes shared this sacred moment. In his 
address, the Pope urged all of us to pursue the path of mercy and forgiveness 
by embracing our Gospel minority, expressed by way of a universal and cosmic 
fraternal ecology. 
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Minority…in the relationship with the brothers that God has given us…
as an expression of the poverty you have embraced…lived in relation 
with all the men and women you encounter…[carrying] out an activity 
for the ‘little ones’, the excluded and the least among us…[embracing] the 
leper of our time…remembering the close relationship there is between 
the poor and the fragility of the planet, between economics, development, 
care for creation and option for the poor.   (Address of His Holiness 
Pope Francis to Franciscans of the First Order and of the Third Order 
Regular, November 23, 2017).

 Out of these common efforts to seek the path of forgiveness and 
reconciliation, we have witnessed the birth of inter-obediential fraternities – in 
Europe, the Holy Land, and elsewhere – and a general spirit of solidarity and 
fraternal conviviality between the friars of the different branches of the First 
Order and TOR. The Ministers General meet four times a year to discuss issues 
of common concern, evaluate efforts promoting jointly sponsored initiatives 
in inter-obediential collaboration, and to explore future avenues for a more 
common, unified demonstration of the unity and communion that bind us 
together as brothers of the one universal Franciscan brotherhood. Brothers 
in initial formation are, increasingly, being offered opportunities to meet and 
study together, and, hopefully, to unlearn the false images and myths that 
have been created and perpetuated and that have kept us from experiencing a 
greater sense of common fraternity as members of one Franciscan movement, 
expressed through a great diversity. And the desire to create a unified 
Franciscan university in Rome, to include the Antonianum, the Seraphicum, 
and the Institute for Spirituality, and all other faculties (Jerusalem, Murcia, 
and Venice) received a shot of energy. As will be discussed in chapter 4, this 
effort towards the creation of a new university continues. 

Promoting the Transverse Values of Justice, Peace, and Integrity of 
Creation

Animation guidelines for the year 2017 also included a specific focus on 
justice, peace, and integrity of creation, recognizing what the Catholic bishops 
affirmed in Justice in the World (Vatican, 1971: 6): “Action on behalf of justice 
and participation in the transformation of the world fully appear to us as a 
constitutive dimension of the preaching of the Gospel, or, in other words, of 
the Church’s mission for the redemption of the human race and its liberation 
from every oppressive situation.”
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I call your attention to an excellent document prepared by the Office of 
JPIC, Guidelines for the Animation of Justice, Peace, and the Integrity of Creation 
(Rome 2008). In this document, JPIC values are understood as ‘transverse’, 
which means they cut across and influence all other dimensions of our lives 
and vice versa - our prayer, our fraternal living, our programs for ongoing 
and initial formation, our Gospel minority, and our activities in missionary 
evangelization inter gentes. The biblical background for these values can be 
found in Matthew 22: 34-40, where love of God, neighbor, and oneself form 
one, united act of faith. Recognizing the difficulty many Christians continue to 
experience in trying to bring together the spiritual and the social dimensions 
of faith, Pope Francis shares the following reflections: 

The task of evangelization implies and demands the integral promotion 
of each human being. It is no longer possible to claim that religion should 
be restricted to the private sphere and that it exists only to prepare souls for 
heaven. We know that God wants his children to be happy in this world too…
the Church ‘cannot and must not remain on the sidelines in the fight for 
justice’. (EG 182-183; Cf. also Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 
Vatican, 204, 66-71)

The Cry of the Poor and the Cry of the Earth

The Office of JPIC published two instruments in 2016. The first is entitled 
Poor and Lesser Ones: Where Are We?: Guidelines for an Evaluation of Our Life 
of Poverty and Minority. (Rome 2016) The second is entitled The Cry of the 
Earth and the Cries of the Poor: An OFM Study Guide on the Care of Creation. 
(Rome 2016) I have presented the contents of these documents in Chapter 1 
and discussed their reception by Friars and the different entities of the Order. 
Each of these documents mutually inform the other, providing a backdrop for 
a focus on care for our poor and excluded brothers and sisters and care for the 
environment as one single, unified act on behalf of love and justice in the name 
of the Gospel. 

An additional focus of the second publication, The Cry of the Earth, called 
attention to the importance of Friars, fraternities, and entities to commit to 
the development of those ‘famous’ Plans for Fraternal Life and Mission. 
The Office of Justice, Peace, and Care for Creation has worked extensively 
with the entities of the Order to promote greater awareness and sensitivity 
to these transverse values, and to encourage entities to make use of the Plans 



- 77 -

Report of the Minister General: Chapter 2

for Fraternal Life and Mission as a means for organizing and carrying out 
more strategic, relevant, and effective works for justice, peace and integrity 
of creation as a means for promoting a renewal of our Franciscan way of life. 
The Office also has developed its own very rich, user-friendly and informative 
web site, and has successfully conducted well-prepared and well-attended 
webinars. 

In my visits to the different Provinces, Custodies, and Foundations over 
the course of the past years, I am pleased to inform you that many Friars and 
entities have taken seriously the invitation contained within each of these 
two recent publications. Friars in increasing numbers recognize the intrinsic 
connection between love and care for brothers and sisters who are poor and 
excluded and the plight of the planet. As Pope Francis makes absolutely clear 
in his encyclical Laudato Si’, it is the poor and marginalized who suffer the 
worst consequences of environmental degradation and global warming: 
flooding; pollution of watercourses; air pollution; destruction of the world’s 
virgin forests; pollution of the oceans and seas; ecological migration; etc. (LS 
48).

Many Friars are taking concrete steps to reduce their footprint on human-
induced global climate change. Even if these have only a tiny impact on the 
actual state of environmental affairs, they, nevertheless, have a tremendous 
impact on the spiritual, fraternal, and missionary life of the Friars involved. In 
many cases, if lived genuinely and in a spirit of humility, these simple efforts 
can have an impact on other Friars living in the same fraternity, entity, and on 
the lives of people outside of the fraternity, outside of the Order. 

Greater Action is Required

Despite the efforts made to date, they are grossly insufficient. I hope that 
much more might be done at the institutional levels of the Order (Curia, 
Province, Custody, and Foundation, and the local fraternity), to encourage a 
more conscious and active engagement by all Friars, as a matter of survival: 
spiritual, social, ecological. We need to create new methods we might integrate 
into our processes of spiritual discernment, our use of finances, the daily life 
experience of local fraternities, our activities of missionary evangelization 
inter gentes and more ‘traditional’ pastoral service, and into our social outreach 
programs, a manner of thinking and acting that reflects a deep commitment 
to authentic, integral human development and care for our common home. 
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When was the last time the General Definitory, the Provincial Definitory, the 
Custodial or Foundation Council began its prayer and strategic planning by 
first asking the question: “In what way will these contribute to the promotion 
of integral human development and care for our common home?” When was 
the last time the first priority in stewardship and use of financial resources 
began with a commitment to fund programs promoting greater awareness of 
and commitment to integral human development and care for our common 
home? 

Integral Fraternal Ecology as a New Hermeneutic For Franciscan 
Life and Mission

One of the new entry points capable of leading us to a richer experience 
of the essential aspects of our charismatic life as Friars Minor is, I believe, 
through the embrace of an integral fraternal ecology. When speaking about an 
ecological vision, our attention is immediately directed to the interconnected 
nature of all things that exist. Beginning with the Trinity, we discover the 
interconnected relationship that exists between God who is Father/Creator, 
Son/Redeemer, and Holy Spirit/Sanctifier. The power of this fraternal 
communion flows outward from God toward the human community and the 
entire created universe. Anyone who looks seriously at the biblical narrative 
of creation recognizes that at its very heart is found the call to communion, 
collaboration, and covenant relationship. After each creative action by God, 
God confirms both the inherent sacredness and goodness within all that has 
been created, and the inherent interrelatedness that is also present. The call 
to covenant applies not only to the relationship between human beings and 
their Creator; it entails a special relationship of respect, care, collaboration, 
and communion that is to exist between human beings and the natural 
environment, our common home. Chapters 1-11 of the Book of Genesis 
describe what God intends for human beings and the created universe, and the 
many ways human beings refuse to live in communion, to care for and respect 
what God has created. And yet, these same biblical texts reveal the persistence 
of God who refuses to give up on those whom God has created. Adam and Eve 
are banned from the garden but not abandoned by God. Cain, after killing his 
brother Abel, is condemned for homicide but is not abandoned by God. And 
when the entire earth in submerged by the flood, God refuses to give up on 
humanity and creation, bringing forth new life and a new possibility for the 
rebirth of an integral spiritual and fraternal ecology. 
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In his encyclical Laudato Si’, Pope Francis reminds us of the fundamental 
communion that is to exist between God, human beings, and the created 
universe. (66ff). Each time human beings sought to become ‘gods’, when they 
broke the covenant and turned away of from their responsibility to live in 
absolute dependence on God and absolute interdependence on one another 
and with the natural environment, the consequences were devastating. The 
Pope writes:

Disregard for the duty to cultivate and maintain a proper relationship 
with my neighbor, for whose care and custody I am responsible, 
ruins my relationship with my own self, with others, and with God 
and with the earth. When all these relationships are neglected, when 
justice no longer dwells in the land, the Bible tells us that life itself is 
endangered…These ancient stories, full of symbolism, bear witness to 
a conviction which we today share, that everything is connected, and 
that genuine care for our own lives and our relationships with nature is 
inseparable form fraternity, justice and faithfulness to others. (LS 69)

‘Opening Up’ in Lockdown

It is my hope, my dream, that the experience of lockdown has provided 
each of us a moment to do a type of moratorium on activity, to go within our 
hearts, and to listen once again to the same voice which spoke to Francis from 
the crucifix hanging in the dilapidated church of San Damiano. It is this same 
voice that has encouraged us to take on new roles of service within the local 
fraternity, cleaning, cooking, caring for the sick among us. It is this same voice 
that has spoken over and over again in situations of human tragedy: in the 
fractured crucifix hanging in the ruins of a Jesuit secondary school in eastern 
Aleppo, Syria, destroyed by uninterrupted aerial and surface bombardment; 
the crucified Christ present in the suffering of those whose lives have been 
destroyed by untold human violence in South Sudan, eastern Democratic 
Republic of Congo, and elsewhere; the humiliated Christ present among those 
brothers and sisters riding ‘el tren de la muerte’ (Beast) in Latin America, 
which provides hope to migrants seeking to escape violence and poverty; or 
those who have taken to rubber boats seeking to cross the Mediterranean, 
many of whom have perished at sea. Perhaps all of these experiences might 
help us once again to reclaim for ourselves a truly fraternal sense of love, care, 
and responsibility for each of our brothers within our local fraternity, and for 
all brothers and sisters everywhere in the world. 
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C. Animation Guidelines for 2018-2019

Plenary Council of the Order: Listening to the Friars

The General Definitory proposed three main themes for 2018-2019. The 
first was an invitation for all entities to engage in the preparation of the Plenary 
Council of the Order. The hope was to create a new way of thinking about how 
such international meetings are organized, prepared for, celebrated, and how 
the fruits are then communicated and, hopefully, integrated. Our analyses of 
previous meetings of the Order revealed just how difficult it has been for us to 
agree upon, embrace, integrate, and act upon common decisions. 

Inspired by a fresh impetus coming from Pope Francis, with a focus on 
collective discernment, the engagement of as many people as possible, and a 
decision-making process that would be inclusive and allow also for novelty, 
for change, we decided to embrace the concept and practice of a specific 
type of collegiality, ‘synodality’. Great effort was made to elicit from Friars, 
entities, and Conferences a serious analysis of the state of current affairs of the 
Order, the Church, and the world (human and environmental) and to make 
an honest assessment of how we as Brothers and Lesser Ones are responding 
to the challenges and new opportunities that are emerging. It is in this spirit 
that the preparation process for the PCO in Nairobi, Kenya in June 2018 was 
conducted. 

I wish to acknowledge gratitude for the great efforts you, my dear brothers, 
made to engage with this process, before, during, and after the PCO. The work 
of the Conferences prior to the PCO required of them to undertake a serious 
analysis of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats experienced 
among the Friars at the level of identity, fraternity, and missionary engagement. 
Unlike previous PCOs and other international gatherings of the Order, the life 
experiences of the Friars living and working in the thirteen Conferences, and 
the Custody of the Holy Land served as the instrumentum laboris. There were 
no preconceived notions as to where the PCO discussions might lead us, no 
effort to make everything at the PCO support conclusions prepared in advance 
and awaiting the full endorsement by members of the PCO, no approving of 
things ‘cooked up in the kitchen of the General Curia in Rome’. Let us examine 
briefly what emerged from the reports of the Conferences and the Custody of 
the Holy Land.
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Franciscan Identity: Uncertainty in Times of Rapid Globalization

According to the reports of the Conference Presidents, we are experiencing 
increasing threats to our Franciscan identity as a consequence of globalization, 
commodification of all relationships, misguided secularization, consumerism, 
individualism, social fragmentation, the negative impact of information 
technology, as well as a weakening of resolve and focus on the priorities of 
Franciscan life. These analyses said little about the internal dynamics within 
the Order that might also be contributing to a weakening of our charismatic 
identity. These would include: difficulty in committing to a sustained life of 
prayer; unwillingness to invest wholeheartedly in the life of the fraternity; 
difficulty with being open to ongoing life formation and conversion; an 
unwillingness to embrace a fundamentally missionary understanding of our 
vocation; an unwillingness to embrace a spirit of discernment as part of our 
understanding of the vow of obedience; an inability to overcome internal, 
personal wounds that come as a result of normal human interaction and 
life in fraternity; difficulty with the cultivation of a greater integration of 
the emotional, affective, and sexual dimensions of our lives; difficulty with 
managing the ‘virtual world’ and its increasing impact on our capacity for 
actual face to face human interactions within the fraternity, and in all of our 
various missionary, apostolic, and social engagements; to name but some of 
the forces at work within each of us and within the Order. 

The reports revealed that these same forces are at work throughout the 
societies where the OFM Conferences are present, posing new challenges to 
traditional understandings of God, human nature, ethical standards, the place 
of religion and spirituality in societies, a sense of the common good, and a 
wide range of other issues. These, in turn, are generating a sense of increasing 
insecurity among Catholics young and old, contributing to a general decrease 
of participation in public expressions of faith and worship, and an increased 
privatization of all things religious. 

Many of the Conference reports provoked a general sense of uncertainty 
and insecurity about the future of Franciscan – indeed, all forms of – religious 
life and even of the life of the Church. There was a sense that in a number 
of societies, even those that were once considered truly ‘Christian’ or even 
‘Catholic’ societies, the Church is increasingly becoming irrelevant and 
marginalized, a consequence either of its own inability to engage, accompany, 
adapt, and create new forms of missionary evangelization, or as a consequence 
of changes taking place outside and independent from the Church. These 
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same concerns have emerged during my visits to Provinces, Custodies, and 
Foundations, and also at regional and international meetings focusing on 
formation and studies, missionary evangelization, or JPIC.

Inventing a Past That Never Existed

The same reports presented by the Conference Presidents at the PCO 
provided helpful information for gaining a better understanding of what is 
happening within the societies where Friars are living and working.  In many 
parts of the world, there are serious reactions to processes of economic, 
cultural, and political globalization, producing a resurgence of nationalism, 
xenophobia, a tendency to embrace more dictatorial forms of leadership, a 
closing of minds, hearts, and national borders, and the urge to reclaim forms 
of social or spiritual identity that actually never existed, something that some 
writers identify as “retrotopia”. This refers to an attempt to go back to a place that 
never existed, invent those values and aspects of worldview that are considered 
most desirable to meet specific needs for regaining a sense of control, a sense 
of security, in the current historical moment. Little matter whether the vision 
of an idyllic past ever actually existed. What is most important is that the 
vision fit the reality that offers the most consolation and security (Cf. Zygmunt 
Bauman, Retrotopia, 2017, Cambridge, Polity). In many instances, societies 
that have chosen to embrace this type of approach demonstrate an increasing 
intolerance even for the very foundation stones upon which their democracies 
were built: truth, justice, social inclusion, welcome of the stranger, the pursuit 
of an agenda of social equity and the just distribution of the world’s goods, etc. 

In Pursuit of a New Ethical Foundation

Another force that the Conferences identified at work in undermining 
confidence in social institutions is corruption. While the Conferences spoke 
about the financial aspects of corruption, what seems to be more disturbing 
is the inability of governments to work together towards creating helpful 
solutions for their citizens. This is giving rise to a sense of alienation from 
political processes on the part of citizens. What further complicates this 
situation are increasing instances of the failure of local governments to fulfill 
their responsibilities. No wonder there is an alarming increase in feelings 
of suspicion and a concomitant decrease of trust in public institutions. The 
explosion of new social movements, many of which have been born in the 
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midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, have, in some instances, called for a 
complete overhaul in the way politics and governance are carried out. All of 
these factors are creating increased social, spiritual, and existential dis-ease 
and are challenging traditional understandings of social life, institutions, and 
of existential meaning. 

In Fratelli Tutti, Pope Francis employs a Franciscan framework for his 
analysis of the current state of human affairs. His insistence on the need to 
develop a new ethical framework, one grounded in the conviction of the 
dignity of each and every person, the unity of the entire human family and the 
created universe (Cf. LS), and the moral obligation to pursue an integral and 
fraternal ecological pathway offers us Friars a new way forward for deepening 
our commitment to be a contemplative fraternity, inserted into the lives of 
those around us and into our common home, agents of a new vision of how 
life might look if we truly embrace all and treat all with the same dignity with 
which God treats us. 

As confidence and trust wanes in public institutions and governments, 
new forms of social, economic, physical violence appear on the increase, 
creating conditions for further polarization and alienation within societies. 
These elements provide fodder for a dramatic increase in those seeking to 
migrate from their home regions to ‘the promised land’, wherever that might 
be. With increased movement of peoples comes also a rise in diversity in all 
forms (cultural and religious). There also is an increase in forms of violence and 
exploitation (sexual, economic, political, etc.), a proliferation of drugs and arms, 
and an uncontrolled exploitation and destruction of the natural environment, 
leading to further social upheaval, ecological migration, starvation, increased 
poverty, and other negative consequences. The destruction of the natural 
environment and a significant rise in global temperatures are producing an 
increased incidence of devastating natural calamities. They leave in their wake 
human communities that are devastated and traumatized. 

No Institution Is Immune

The different Conferences presented an analysis of the current situation 
of the Church in their respective regions. Secularization, a decrease in public 
expressions of spirituality and religious identity, and an increasing number 
of people formerly Christian/Catholic now declaring themselves atheist, 
agnostic, or simply ‘none of the above’ are exercising an impact on the life 
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of the Church. An additional and very painful element affecting the life of 
the Church in many countries is the situation of the sexual abuse of minors 
and vulnerable people by hierarchy, clergy, religious, and other pastoral agents. 
Many Catholics feel increasingly alienated, mostly because of the way the 
hierarchy has chosen to deal or, in many instances, not to deal with sexual 
abuse.  Reports for the Conferences suggested also that the sexual abuse scandal 
is having a very negative impact on vocations to religious life and priesthood.  
There appears to be an increased determination on the part of Ministers of 
the Order to deal directly and immediately with accusations of sexual abuse 
leveled against Friars in their respective entities. This is a positive sign. At the 
same time, it also suggests that much more needs to be done to promote a 
culture of respect and the protection of minors and vulnerable peoples at every 
level of the Order. Now is the time for action and not simply reaction. I invite 
you to read the brief report on the purpose and work of the recently created 
international OFM Commission for the Protection of Minors and Vulnerable 
Adults. (Appendix 11)

Engaging Youth 

Another area that that the Conferences perceive as both a matter of serious 
concern and tremendous opportunity is that of the evangelizing mission to 
the youth of today. I would say that the friars are very optimistic about the 
role that we Friars can play in this area of missionary evangelization. Many 
of the reports indicate an openness on the part of Friars to search for new 
methods for reaching out to young people. In general, Friars recognize a 
desire among the youth with whom they work to find adult role models who 
are willing to meet youth where they currently find themselves, and to do so 
in a manner that is authentic, non-judgmental, and that respects the unique 
goodness and whatever confusion that reigns in their hearts. Youth also have 
conveyed a keen concern for the poor of the earth, a sense of urgency to act 
to save the planet from the consequences of unbridled human exploitation, 
and to combat racism and other ‘isms’, promoting a more harmonious vision 
for the future of humanity. I would recommend that you read the March 2018 
pre-synodal document, which provides an excellent snapshot of young adults’ 
views on these areas of common concern (Cf. hppt://www.synod.va/content/
synod2018/ en/news/final-document-from-the-pre-synodal-meeting.html).
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Accompanying Youth: Ongoing Efforts Within the Order

The accompaniment of youth at the level of the Conferences reveals a 
wide diversity of approaches and stories of ‘success’ in the accompaniment of 
youth. In some of the Conferences, efforts continue to be made to promote 
YouFra (Franciscan Youth) as a Franciscan-inspired alternative for engaging 
young people in matters of faith and social outreach. In some regions, there 
are, literally, thousands of young people who have made their profession to a 
Franciscan way of life and are serving as active evangelizers among their peers. 
I personally witnessed this in Croatia, Bosnia Herzegovina, Brazil, Ecuador 
and in other entities where Friars have engaged youth directly in YouFra. In 
other regions, the Friars, for different motives, have created other types of 
Franciscan-inspired youth movements and are experiencing a certain amount 
of success. In Argentina, Colombia, Mexico, Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Kenya, Republic of Congo, the United States, to name a few, where the Friars 
are engaged with youth in schools employing a well-developed program of 
Franciscan evangelization to help shape the institutional ethos. Still other 
Friars are engaged with youth in a wide variety of social programs providing 
opportunities for coming into direct contact with and learning from brothers 
and sisters who are poor and disenfranchised. In the Philippines, the Friars 
are working with youth in the promotion of justice, non-violence, respect 
for human rights. In the Custody of the Holy Land and Morocco, the Friars 
are working primarily with Muslim youth, promoting a culture of encounter, 
dialogue, and harmony. 

Despite the many successes Friars experience in their presence among and 
work with youth, very few Provinces or Custodies have actually articulated a 
coordinated, determined program of outreach to youth in a way that engages 
all of the Friars of the entity. Fewer still are those entities that have integrated 
youth outreach into their Plan for Franciscan life, fraternity, and mission, 
dedicating human and financial resources sufficient to actually be able to 
have a significant impact. In some regions of the Order, Friars struggle with 
competing visions of how best to approach the youth. All too often, this can 
lead to unnecessary divisions and conflicts between the Friars and the Secular 
Franciscan Order or with YouFra groups living in the same parish or region. 
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Amazing Things Happen When We Go Out of Ourselves

On a visit to Cuba several years ago, I had the fantastic opportunity to 
witness the wonderful presence and work of our Friars, few in number, seeking 
to provide quality spiritual and pastoral assistance to the few believers who 
participate on a regular basis in the liturgical and pastoral life of the church.  
Not only are the numbers of regular attendees small; there are virtually no 
younger people present. Recognizing the challenges to evangelizing mission 
ad gentes in their particular context, our Cuban Friars have come to the 
marvelous insight that our Christian identity is not confined to or defined by 
the buildings we employ, the well-planned liturgical experiences we offer, or 
by other institutional expressions of the faith. What the young Cuban Friars 
realized was the need for the ‘church’ to go out of itself, to take to the streets, 
to the soccer fields, to go where youth are present and to make themselves 
available to them. What the Friars have discovered is a world waiting to be 
visited. The young people with whom they interacted were not closed to the 
idea or experience of God. The problem is that no one had taken the time to 
reach out to them, listen to stories of their hopes and dreams, disappointments 
and struggles. I leave it to the Friars in Cuba to explain their version of this 
story and relate to you how both they and the youth among whom they went 
progressively have been changed. 

Listening to the Experience of Youth in Taizé 

On two different occasions, the General Definitory and the General 
Secretariat for Formation and Studies organized special formation 
opportunities at the ecumenical center founded in 1940 in Taizé, France. The 
first took place from July 5-12, 2015 during the year dedicated to Consecrated 
Life. Approximately 30 temporary professed Friars participated, along with 
temporary professed religious from other Catholic institutes for religious life, 
and temporary professed religious from the Orthodox and Protestant churches. 
The focus of this encounter was to stimulate dialogue about the particular 
challenges temporary professed religious face in the context of globalization, 
with special focus on cultivating a deep, prayerful relationship with the Lord 
Jesus, and living more intensely our vowed life within the context of fraternity. 

A second event was organized for Friars ‘Under 10’ years of solemn 
profession from July 7-14, 2019. The theme of this encounter was “Friars in 
Dialogue.’ Friars numbering 181 and coming from 86 entities of the Order 



- 87 -

Report of the Minister General: Chapter 2

spent the week sharing an experience of ecumenical prayer and dialogue with 
the brothers of the Taizé community, and with several thousand other youth 
who were present. The principal theme, dialogue, was chosen as one further 
expression of the 8th centenary celebration of Francis of Assisi’s encounter 
with Al-Malik al-Kamel in Damietta. In separate meetings each day, a series 
of other themes were explored, including the challenges of remaining faithful 
to our specific Gospel way of life as solemnly professed members of the Order, 
the promotion of greater dialogue and trust between Friars living the same 
fraternity, entity, and Order, as well as learning new ways for the sharing 
of our Franciscan spirituality with the broader Catholic, ecumenical, and 
interreligious world. Some friars who participated in this event expressed a 
desire to form a fraternity in Taizé, something that existed from 1962-1972, 
and to serve alongside the brothers of Taizé, and Catholic women religious. 
This is something the future General Definitory might wish to explore with the 
brothers of Taizé who have expressed a similar interest. 

Learning How to Learn from One Another Along the Way

The PCO provided us the opportunity to once again learn how to learn 
from one another. As we recognize so well, one of the unique characteristics 
of the vision of life, fraternity, and evangelizing mission inter gentes proposed 
by St. Francis and the early Friars was that of being a ‘learning fraternity’.  The 
Friars recognized that the Gospel life - the heart of their and our identity - 
can only truly be understood by the actual doing of things that are shaped 
by and expressive of the heart of the Gospel message. Doing the Gospel 
takes on flesh each and every time we express care and respect towards one 
another, encourage each other to engage all of our energies in the building of a 
common life with prayer, fraternity, and evangelizing mission ad gentes as the 
organizing principles.

This attitude of discernment, this willingness to daily risk seeking to live 
the Gospel in fraternity by listening to the Word of life, listening also to our 
shared human experience, was one of the chief characteristics the evangelical 
life undertaken by Francis. His wish was that this would become a defining 
element for how each of the Friars of his time and of succeeding generations 
would pursue the Gospel life revealed to him. 

I have already indicated that thanks to the positive experience of some 
friars, and to the added input of Pope Francis, the General Definitory 
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decided to adopt a more engaging approach to the way we conduct meetings, 
congresses, and even Plenary Councils and the General Chapter.  In fact, it 
was our sincere hope that the 2021 General Chapter could be conducted in 
a way expressive of synodality. We are still hopeful that the reports and other 
materials that will be forwarded to the Capitular members might be shared 
with all of the Friars of the Order. The purpose of this is not so much that 
they might be read. I do hold out the hope that they not only will be read but 
that these documents will be studied and that you will allow them to provoke 
a sincere engagement in the entire process leading up to the moment when 
we will celebrate the Chapter. However, as with the Eucharist, no matter how 
important and essential the actual liturgical event might be for our lives, the 
measure of the conversion proposed by Eucharist is seen in the concrete deeds 
of love and mercy that follow the celebration. 

It is this spirit of synodality that was operative at all stages of the Plenary 
Council of the Order, something I hope will define the way we conduct the 
upcoming Chapter, despite the brief time we will be together. I hope this same 
spirit of synodality will continue to shape the way we live our Franciscan 
vocation, conduct our animation and governance at all levels within the 
Order, organize our different regional, continental, and Order-wide meetings 
and other activities, and guide all of our pastoral, social, and justice-inspired 
activities of missionary evangelization ad gentes. 

Dialogue as a Way of Life

A second theme for the animation of the Order (2018-2019) was that of 
dialogue as a fundamental dimension in the life and mission of St. Francis and 
a permanent quality we are to live and express in our lives as Lesser Brothers 
“subject to every human creature for God’s sake” (RnB XVI). As former 
Minister General Br. Giacomo Bini reminded us:

Dialogue is not only the response to a prompting from outside. It is first 
and foremost a question of fidelity.  Firstly, it is fidelity to the Gospel, as the 
message of the loving dialogue between God and humanity that culminated in 
the Incarnation of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. It is also fidelity to the Church, 
and particularly to the Church of Vatican II which rediscovered dialogue as 
the path along which to perform her mission to humanity. And it is fidelity 
to the spirit of St. Francis and to a whole tradition which, after his meeting 
with the Sultan, revealed the path that leads to a closer relationship with all 
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people…the Franciscan is a man of dialogue and an ecumenist by vocation: a 
vocation in which he has to grow. (Cf. The Franciscan’s Ecumenical Vocation, 
Roma, 2001, Service for Dialogue, p. 5) 

Dialogue as Vocation: 1219-2019

The 8th centenary of the encounter between St. Francis and Al Malik al 
Kamel, the Sultan, in Damietta in 1219 (Cf. Jacques de Vitry Letura IV; 1 Cel 57; 
LM 9:7-9) provided us with an extraordinary opportunity by which to realize 
our proper vocation to be brothers of dialogue, in fidelity to God, the Gospel, 
to our founder St. Francis, and in fidelity to the needs of brothers and sisters 
in the world today whose cultural and spiritual heritages are different from 
ours. As with St. Francis in Damietta, so too have many Friars throughout the 
Order experienced a special outpouring of grace, a special capacity to open 
themselves up to ‘the other’ in whatever form that has taken, a willingness 
to listen respectfully and in a manner that demonstrates authentic Christian 
love. (Cf. RnB 16) This has been widely demonstrated throughout the Order 
where brothers made themselves available to our Muslim brothers and sisters, 
and to other believers, sharing with them the best of our Franciscan spirit of 
human and social fraternity. May our brothers in the Custody of Pakistan, 
the Holy Land, Cebu (Philippines), Morocco, the Province of Indonesia, and 
the Foundation in Khartoum (Sudan) receive special blessings as they pursue 
dialogue and promote peace, reconciliation, and social friendship. (Cf. FT)

Innumerable initiatives were undertaken at the level of the worldwide 
Order, and even more impressively, at the local level. The Subcommittee 
of the Order for Dialogue prepared a series of initiatives in various parts 
of the world promoting encounter with our Muslim brothers and sisters in 
formal and informal settings. These many activities sought to raise greater 
awareness of the experience of St. Francis at Damietta; the various impacts 
it has had on the life and mission of the Order over the course of the past 
eight centuries; and to provide new tools for deepening a broad ecclesial and 
Franciscan understanding for living our Franciscan vocation of encounter 
and dialogue in our changing times and within the context of a world that 
is becoming increasingly fearful of, and hostile to, intercultural, ecumenical, 
and interreligious dialogue. Unfortunately, some forms of this increasing 
hostility have been embraced by Catholics in different parts of the world, 
and even by some Friars who perceive a spiritual and moral threat present in 
such encounters. We cannot allow fear, prejudice, and even negative historical 
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experiences to take us hostage and prevent us from experiencing an element of 
our Gospel vocation that is intrinsic to our identity as Lesser Brothers. Rather, 
like St. Francis, we must allow that which seemed “to be bitter” (encounter/
embrace of the leper) to be converted by God “into sweetness of soul and 
body.” (Testament 1) At the same time, prudence and discernment also must 
guide any and all of our efforts towards the promotion of a spirit of encounter 
and dialogue. (Cf. Pontifical Council for Inter-Religious Dialogue, Dialogue 
and Proclamation, 1991: 9, 14, 30, et alii) 

I would like also to recognize a series of significant encounters at the 
political, academic, and cultural levels, which were organized by the Province 
of the Holy Family in Egypt. These meetings and experiences brought together 
Friars, the Christian faithful, Imams, academics, political figures, students, 
and others in the years 2018 and 2019. I personally participated in three 
encounters, including a very important event organized in Damietta and 
in which the Prefect of the Congregation for Oriental Churches, Cardinal 
Sandri, also participated. Special thanks to our deceased brother and former 
Provincial of the Province of the Holy Family in Egypt, Bro. Kamal Labia, and 
to all of the Friars of the Province. It is my hope that efforts to promote greater 
understanding, mutual respect, and to create opportunities for collaboration 
for the sake of the poor and the planet might take on a greater sense of urgency 
and generate the multiplication of concrete, social and environmental projects.

Members of the General Definitory and I also participated at a celebration 
of the 35th anniversary of the Spirit of Assisi in 2017 in Assisi where Pope 
Francis and a number of other leaders of the world’s religions gathered to 
commemorate the event. The messages of the religious leaders converged 
on a set of key themes: mercy, compassion, reciprocity, tolerance, respect for 
religious and cultural differences, the centrality of human fraternity, and our 
common responsibility to care for our common home, the created universe. 
Clearly, these are themes that are central also to our ecclesial and Franciscan 
identity, vocation, and mission. (Cf. II Vatican Council, Dignitatis Humanae, 
On the Right of the Person and of Communities to Social and Civil Freedoms in 
Matters Religious, 195; Vita Consacrata, 1996, 100-102; CCGG 1 §2; 95 §1-3) 

I also call your attention to a special booklet prepared by the Order’s 
Commission on Dialogue entitled St. Francis and the Sultan, 1219-2019: A 
Commemorative Booklet (Rome 2019), which provides an historical overview 
of the nature of the encounter between St. Francis and the Sultan, and includes 
scholarly and artistic reflections from both a Christian/Franciscan and also 
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a Muslim perspective. To Br. Russel Murray, former General Animator for 
Evangelization, to Br. Michael Calabria, President of the Commission, and 
to all Commission members, I wish to express a special thank you for this 
publication and for your ongoing assistance to the GSME and the Order. 
This publication contains a letter from Pope Francis to the Minister General 
expressing gratitude for the work of the Order in interreligious dialogue 
and urging us to persevere in these efforts, free of any form of proselytizing. 
(Appendix 12) The letter was written five days after Pope Francis’ visit to Abu 
Dhabi, the United Arab Emirates, where together with the Grand Imam of Al-
Azhar University (Cairo), the Honorable Sheikh Ahmed el-Tayeb, he signed 
the Declaration on Human Fraternity for World Peace and Living Together. 
For those of us who are Franciscans, we recognize specifically Franciscan 
values in this Declaration that can be linked directly to the experience of St. 
Francis at Damietta, and that could help the Friars of the Order to deepen their 
commitment to interreligious encounter, dialogue, and possible joint action 
on behalf of humanity and the planet. The Pope and the Imam write:

Dialogue, understanding and the widespread promotion of a culture of 
tolerance, acceptance of others and of living together peacefully would 
contribute significantly to reducing many economic, social, political 
and environmental problems that weigh so heavily on a large part 
of humanity… Dialogue among believers means coming together in 
the vast space of spiritual, human and shared social values and, from 
here, transmitting the highest moral virtues that religions aim for. (Cf. 
Declaration on Human Fraternity for World Peace and Living Together)

This same proposal takes on a particular focus in Fratelli Tutti, the 
recognition that human fraternity and social harmony are not simply 
human gestures for the promotion of some sense of solidarity. Rather, they 
are expressions of the very life of the Triune God, sacramental signs making 
evident the deeper truth of the interconnectedness of all living beings.

During his visit to Morocco in March 2019, Pope Francis pursued the main 
themes found in the joint Declaration on Human Fraternity for World Peace 
and Living Together. He encouraged the King and people of Morocco to pursue 
the path of dialogue, underscoring that “Faith in God leads us to acknowledge 
the eminent dignity of each human being, as well as his or her inalienable 
rights.” He also urged the Moroccan people to deepen their commitment 
to caring for our common home, the natural environment, and to care and 
protect the many refugees pouring into their country. (Cf. Pope Francis, 
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“Meeting with the Moroccan People, the Authorities, with Civil Society and 
with the Diplomatic Corp,” Rabat, March 30, 2019) In this same address, the 
Pope also insisted that religions must play a role in creating “bridges between 
people – from the point of view of interreligious dialogue – calls for a spirit of 
mutual regard, friendship and indeed fraternity.” The Friars of the Custody of 
Morocco were deeply engaged in the organizing of a number of interreligious 
encounters promoting mutual regard, friendship, and human fraternity. I 
include a more extensive report on the life and mission of the Friars in the 
Custody of Morocco in Appendix 13.

Fraternities Dedicated to Encounter and Dialogue

I would be remiss if I did not make special mention of the two fraternities 
in Turkey, Istanbul and Izmir, whose raison d’etre was and remains the pursuit 
of intercultural, ecumenical, and interreligious dialogue. The Patriarch of 
Constantinople, meeting with former Minister General Hermann Schalück, 
proposed that the Order consider establishing a fraternity in Istanbul that 
might give witness to the centrality of dialogue in the search to promote 
Christian unity. This invitation was expanded to include intercultural and 
interreligious dialogue. In the case of the latter, dialogue with the followers of 
Islam was given priority. A team of three Friars was sent to establish the new 
Fraternity in Istanbul: the late Br. Bishop Rubén Tierrablanca, Br. Gwénolé 
Juesset, and Br. Eleuthere Makuta Baharanyi.

The current team of friars involved with this special mission of the Order 
in Istanbul and Izmir, number seven. The Friars have embraced the three-fold 
understanding of the Order as a “Contemplative Fraternity in Mission.” It is 
their belief that with prayer and fraternity at the heart of their witness, they 
feel empowered to carry forward the mission that the Order has entrusted to 
them. 

Their work is divided into three broad categories of action. First, 
they work directly with representatives from the Ecumenical Patriarchy 
in Constantinople (Istanbul) and with representatives of other Christian 
communions, participating in meetings and other events to promote a 
better understanding between the Christian churches and a deeper sense 
of communion. Second, they have created a network of relationships with 
various Muslim communities (Mosques, institutions), including the Dervish 
community, hosting common events, celebrating the great religious holidays 
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together, and working on specific social projects to care for refugees, prisoners, 
the homeless, and others most in need. They also have begun a special project 
with other Christian churches and with Muslims to promote greater respect 
and care for the environment. Third, their work involves the offering of an 
annual training program open to all the Friars of the Order and to others who 
are interested in learning more about theological, Franciscan, and ecclesial 
approaches to the practice of dialogue. While there is certainly a healthy dose 
of theory that is transmitted to the participants, special focus is placed on the 
actual ‘how to’ and ‘what to do and not to do’ aspects of dialogue. Participants 
are provided occasions to meet and engage in dialogue with those from the 
other Christian churches, with Muslims, and with the Turkish people. I will 
speak about our 800-year presence in Morocco, an experience of intercultural 
and interreligious dialogue, and also about the Custody of the Holy Land in 
the following chapter of this report. 

Dialogue as an Expression of Franciscan Fraternity

In the context of all of the movement of peoples today, provoked by a wide 
variety of causes, and the mounting opposition to welcome the stranger, the 
refugee, and to make room for others, the urgency to embrace our identity 
as men of intercultural, ecumenical, and interreligious encounter, dialogue, 
cooperation, and collaboration becomes most apparent. There is no place for 
us to ‘hide out’, no place to escape or wait out the perceived ‘storm’ creating 
within us great fear and a serious lack of faith and trust in God. Rather, it is in 
the midst of the storm that Jesus comes and assures his disciples that he is with 
them and will never abandon them (Cf. Mt. 14:27ff). But Jesus does not come 
simply to console and give us a false sense of security. It was in the midst of the 
same storm that Jesus challenged Peter to step out in faith and trust, to let go 
of fear and the feelings it produces, and to allow God to take care of him. Jesus’ 
invitation is the same now as it was when he spoke to Peter and to all of the 
disciples: “Take courage! It is I. Don’t be afraid.” (Mt. 14:27) 

Once again, our Gospel project is founded upon the conviction of an 
integral fraternal ecology where all things are interconnected, all are responsible 
for the other, all belong to the one family of God. (Cf. Bonaventure, Collationes 
in Hexaemeron, 12:107 in Opera Omnia, V:384a-385b) It is because of our 
spirituality and lived experience of fraternity that we are able to overcome all 
historical hurts, all feelings of inadequacy, all fear of the ‘other’. I witnessed 
this in the lives of the brothers in the Province of the Holy Cross in Bosnia 
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and Herzegovina who, despite the brutal historical experience of conflicts 
between the different Christian churches and Islam, nevertheless displayed a 
willingness and a commitment to promote the way of dialogue, peaceful and 
respectful coexistence, and harmony. I will never forget the interreligious faith 
experience the Friars organized, one of many such initiatives, in the capital 
of Sarajevo at a time of increasing religious and political tensions. May these 
ongoing efforts be richly rewarded, and may they contribute to the birth of a 
shared sense of human fraternity and social harmony among all the peoples of 
the region and beyond.

The Custody of the Holy Land also is involved in a number of initiatives 
that promote, directly or indirectly, encounter, dialogue, fraternity and social 
solidarity. (Cf. Appendix 13) The work of the Custody in providing educational 
opportunities, healthcare, and other social services across religious boundaries 
is an example for the entire Order. The Magnificat Institute in Jerusalem 
provides an ecumenical and interreligious context wherein the pursuit of 
excellence in music contributes, simultaneously, to the promotion of human 
fraternity and social friendship. Social outreach to people of different faith 
traditions suffering the consequences of war is most evident in the work of 
the Custody in Syria. Care by the Friars of the Custody for those affected 
by the horrible chemical explosion in Beirut gives clear witness to the role 
that religion – and the Order – can play in promoting the deepest values of 
fraternity and social solidarity in our CCGG and in FT.

D. Animation Priorities for 2020-2021

Implications of the CPO on the Life of the Order

For the final less than two years of service to the Order, the General 
Definitory made a decision to use the final document of the PCO as a means 
for animating the life of the Order, concentrating on three of the seven key 
issues confronting the Order, Church, and world that emerged from our work 
in Nairobi. These three issues are: 

1. A deepening of our charismatic identity and commitment to strive to 
integrate what it means to be a Contemplative Fraternity in Mission;

2. Welcoming and accompaniment of Young People in simplicity and 
respect; and
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3. Allowing the vision and proposals of Pope Francis’ encyclical Laudato 
Si’ to lead us to a conversion of lifestyle, integrating these into all 
programs for ongoing and initial formation, working in collaboration 
with others, especially those of other religions, with experts, with those 
engaged in social movements, listening to the “cries of the poor and the 
cry of the earth.” 

Reports from the Presidents of the Conferences, from General Visitators, 
from individual Ministers, and from Friars point to a very wide and 
encouraging reception of the material discussed at the PCO and those found 
in the final document. Many of the Ministers report that the focus of the PCO 
reflects much of what is actually happening within their respective entities, 
internally within the life of the Friars and externally, what is taking place in 
the broader society and church. Some of the entities felt a greater urgency 
to address issues related to identity, those expressed in the 2012 Sociological 
Study of the Order, those emerging from the formal Visitation in the lead up to 
chapters, with special focus on the need to strengthen the spiritual life of Friars 
at individual, local fraternity, and Province or Custody-wide levels.  

Other entities, responding to the reflections of the PCO, recognized the 
need to help the Friars rediscover the graced reality of fraternal life, lived in 
a way whereby Friars actually are able to feel supported in their journey, and 
accompanied by the Guardian and the other Friars in a way that promotes a 
desire to grow humanly and spiritually. There was a general recognition of 
the difficulties in finding a balance between individual ‘needs and wants’, the 
challenges arising from hyper-activism leading some friars to lose themselves 
in their ministries or other works, and the risk of finding a group of Friars 
living under the same roof as guests of ‘Hotel St. Francis’. There remains the 
great challenge of rediscovering, or discovering for the first time, what Francis 
meant when he spoke about the ‘gift of the brothers’ as a means for living fully 
one’s Christian vocation. (Cf. Testament, “And after the Lord gave me some 
brothers…; Cesare Vaiani, Storia e teologia dell’esperienza spiriuali di Francesco 
d’Assisi, Milano 2013:99-103) 

Responding to the Needs of the Human Community and the 
Natural Environment

A third set of responses to the work of the PCO and the Final Document on 
the part of Ministers has been the recognition of the need to begin with human 
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experience, with the current plight of humanity and the created universe both 
of which are in severe crisis. A number of entities have given greater attention 
to one or several of the social themes that emerged as part of a reflection on 
the current state of Franciscan missionary evangelization inter gentes. Chief 
among these themes are: 

1. Outreach to and accompaniment of migrants and refugees;
2. Increased efforts to promote dialogue, peacebuilding, and reconciliation, 

especially in countries and regions torn apart by all forms of violence 
and exploitation;

3. Urgency of uniting our efforts with those of other people of good will 
in the race to reduce the devastating impact of human activity on the 
natural environment; 

4. Need to become a fraternity of ‘learners’, journeying with humanity and 
the Church, discovering new ways of going among and accompanying 
all people in their particular situations, sharing a message of hope, 
mercy, peace, and love while also listening to others and allowing them 
to help us grow in our humanity, our faith, and in our commitment to 
human fraternity as it is described by Pope Francis in FT. 

What is clear to me is that despite all of the challenges, the moments of 
great disillusion, even a certain experience of resignation and pessimism 
present among a (significant) number of Friars of the Order, there remains 
an energetic and a passionate desire to renew our faith, our hope, and our 
unbounded love for the Lord Jesus, for the Church, for all of humanity and 
the created universe. This deeply spiritual desire refuses to be extinguished no 
matter what happens at the individual, local fraternal, or institutional levels 
of our Order. Perhaps we might draw inspiration from Pope Francis, Fratelli 
tutti, where he shares his vision of hope present in the minds and hearts of all 
people:

I invite everyone to renewed hope, for hope ‘speaks to us of 
something deeply rooted in every human heart, independently of 
our circumstances and historical conditioning. Hope speaks to us of 
a thirst, an aspiration, a longing for a life of fulfillment, a desire to 
achieve great things, things that fill or heart and lift our spirit to lofty 
realities like truth, goodness and beauty, justice and love…Hope is 
bold; it can look beyond personal convenience, the petty securities and 
compensations which limit our horizon, and it can open us to grand 
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ideals that make life more beautiful and worthwhile’. Let us continue to 
advance along the path of hope. (55)

Preparing for the General Chapter

The last ‘priority’ of the General Definitory involves preparing all entities 
and all Friars for the celebration of the General Chapter in 2021, please God. 
This report will, hopefully, serve as one of the components in helping all of 
us to enter into this synodal process, one requiring a serious commitment on 
the part of all Friars, not only the 118 Capitular members who will participate 
directly in the Chapter.

Clearly, the upcoming General Chapter will not be like any other in 
living memory. The Coronavirus pandemic continues to condition all plans 
for when, where, and how this Chapter will be conducted.  I would hope, 
however, that this global health emergency might continue to provide us with 
an opportunity to review our lives and our commitment to live the Gospel –at 
both the individual and fraternal levels – in the hope that we might come to a 
deeper understanding of the nature of our human, Christian, and Franciscan 
vocation.  It is only when we open our lives to a process of conversion that we 
are afforded an opportunity to renew our faith in a God who accompanies us 
and never abandons us. This same process offers us the opportunity to renew 
our commitment to the shared, common life in fraternity, loving and caring 
for one another in word and in deed. It is my hope that the intensity with 
which we have been obliged to live together in fraternity, perhaps the first time 
since novitiate that we have spent so much time together in lockdown, will 
produce lasting fruits. 

We also have been prevented from carrying on with ‘business as usual’ 
in our missionary and apostolic activities. We have had to find or invent new 
ways to communicate, making use of the world-wide web (Zoom, Skype, etc.) 
as a means for conducting our work and encouraging one another and our 
partners and co-missionaries, the laity. While these might appear to offer a 
way to carry on with ‘business as usual’, we recognize that this is not at all the 
case. There is something new that is in gestation, not yet clearly perceived or 
understood, something that, hopefully, will help us live and communicate our 
faith, to nurture it, and to share it.

I offer several examples of what some of the Friars have been doing by way 
of digital evangelization. The Custody of Singapore, Malaysia, and Brunei has 
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offered daily scripture videos by Friars in initial formation and those preparing 
for ministerial priesthood, and have organized online retreats and an online 
Christmas concert. Many parishes staffed by Friars in different parts of the 
world have offered the Mass online, courses in sacred scripture, and sessions 
in which participants have been invited to reflect on the relationship of their 
faith to the COVID-19 pandemic. Others have used the event of the pandemic 
to communicate a message to youth and others who follow the Friars on social 
media to speak about LS’; the scourge of racism in societies, the Church, and 
the Order; call attention to increasing social inequalities; and other issues of 
significant concern. Our Franciscan university in Rome, the Antonianum, 
the Franciscan School of Theology in San Diego (USA), St. Bonaventure 
University (four campuses in Colombia), and other advanced study centers 
have also gone virtual and are using the digital highway as a means for the 
transmission of the spiritual and intellectual heritage of the Order.

Generating a Sense of the Interconnectedness of All Living Things

It is my hope that all of these experiences - the privations, the need to 
re-invent methods for maintaining contact and carrying on with the work 
of living the Gospel life and sharing it through various forms of missionary 
evangelization - have generated within us a deeper sense of communion with 
the Eternal and with one another.  Already, contained within the spiritual vision 
of St. Francis, there is a clear understanding that all things are connected, all 
things belong, all things contain within them the presence of God’s Spirit of 
love and mercy. 

This is made eminently clear in Francis’s Canticle of the Creatures:

Praised be You, my Lord, with all Your creatures,
Especially Sir Brother Sun…
Praised be You, my Lord, through Sister Moon and the stars…
Praised be You, my Lord, through Brother Wind…Sister Water…
 Brother Fire…
Praised be You, my Lord, through those who give pardon for Your 
love… 

Everything is personal; everything is connected; everything participates 
together in the act of giving praise and thanks to the Creator God.
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This same awareness of the universal connectedness that exists between 
God and all of creation has found further expression in the recent writings of 
Pope Francis in his encyclical Fratelli Tutti, On Fraternity and Social Friendship:

True, a worldwide tragedy like the COVID-19 pandemic momentarily 
revived the sense that we are a global community, all in the same boat, 
where one person’s problems are the problems of all. Once more we 
realized that no one is saved alone; we can only be saved together. 
As I said in those days, “the storm has exposed our vulnerability 
and uncovered those false and superfluous certainties around which 
we constructed our daily schedules, our projects, our habits and 
priorities…Amid this storm, the façade of those stereotypes with 
which we camouflaged our egos, always worrying about appearances, 
has fallen away, revealing once more the ineluctable and blessed 
awareness that we are part of one another, that we are brothers and 
sisters of one another. (32)

Let us remind one another often that “no one [of us] is saved alone; we can 
only be saved together”! Let us also remind one another that God continues 
to call us into fraternity, into a communion of love and care within the Order 
and outward toward the Church, the human community and the natural 
environment, our common home. Integral fraternal ecology is not just some 
motto or lofty ideal. It is the vocation we have received from God from the 
beginning of creation and confirmed in the life and witness of St. Francis 
of Assisi. When we embrace this vision of life, our eyes, ears, and heart will 
automatically become attuned to the cries of the poor, the cry of the planet, 
and the cries of our own brothers.
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CHAPTER 3

Challenges to Living our Gospel Identity

To the angel of the church in Ephesus write:  

These are the words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand 
and walks among the seven golden lampstands. I know your deeds, 
your hard work and your perseverance. I know that you cannot tolerate 
wicked people, that you have tested  those who claim to be apostles 
but are not, and have found them false. You have persevered and have 
endured hardships for my name, and have not grown weary.

Yet I hold this against you: You have forsaken the love you had at 
first. Consider how far you have fallen! Repent and do the things you did 
at first. (Rev. 2: 1-5)

If we want to be children of God and Lesser Brothers in the midst of 
this postmodern world in which we find ourselves, we too must renew 
our trust in the God who speaks even in the darkness, whose Word is ever 
alive. We must trust the God who calls us to live the Holy Gospel through 
the sacrament that is our brotherhood in this very day and time… We 
must banish any fears that prevent us from embarking on new initiatives, 
despite the advanced age of many Friars, or from the fact that others 
have left our ranks. (Going to the Peripheries 14)

Listen, sons of the Lord and my brothers, pay attention to my words. 
Incline the ear of your heart and obey the voice of the Son of God. 
Observe His commands with your whole heart and fulfill His councils 
with a perfect mind. Give praise to Him because He is good; exalt Him 
by your deeds; for this reason, He has sent you into the whole world: 
that you may bear witness to His voice in word and deed and bring 
everyone to know that there is no one who is all-powerful except Him. 
Persevere in discipline and holy obedience and, with a good and firm 
purpose, fulfill what you have promised to Him. The Lord God offers 
Himself to us as His children. (Francis of Assisi, A Letter to the Entire 
Order §5-11)
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Introduction

You have forsaken the love you had at first. Consider how far you have 
fallen! Repent and do the things you did at first. (Rev. 2: 4-5)

The words from the letter to the church in Ephesus offer correction, 
encouragement, and hope to a wounded, suffering community of faith that has 
experienced attacks from within and outside of the Body of Christ. This same 
community is roused by the writer of the Book of Revelation to return to the 
beginning of its love relationship with the risen Lord Jesus, to renew its trust, 
seek forgiveness, and pursue a new path, one that will lead it back to God, yes, 
but also back to the covenant bonds of love, respect, justice, and truth with the 
other members of the Body of Christ, the church. 

These same words of admonition and encouragement found a special 
place in the preparations and implementation of the 2018 PCO. As I reminded 
the brothers of the Order in the Foreword to the final document of the PCO:

“The Lord also brought us on a similar journey, inviting us to listen to 
his voice coming to us today through the world, the Church, and the 
Order; exhorting us to discern which path to take to renew our love 
for God, for each person and for everything he has created; urging us 
to go forth to undertake the work to which he calls us today.” (Those 
Who Have Ears, p. 5)

In this section of my Report, I would like for us to pause for a moment 
to examine some areas that seem to be creating difficulties for us, causing 
us in some cases to take our eyes off of God, preventing us from listening 
to the Lord’s voice, provoking disillusionment, existential fatigue, and, in 
some cases, leading Friars to abandon the life, juridically (exits from the 
Order) or existentially (emotional, psychological, spiritual and even physical 
absence from Fraternity and the common life). It is only by naming some of 
these difficult challenges, and in some cases our sinfulness, confronting them 
together, and submitting them and ourselves once again to God’s divine love 
and forgiveness that we might be able to ‘embrace the love we had at first”.

I also hope to offer a reflection on the changing demographics of the 
Order as we move into the future, and to ask questions about the implications 
of these changes for the life of the Order at the local, Provincial, Custodial, 
Foundation and worldwide levels. In the last part of this chapter, I will look 
at some of the special areas of service, and also some of the pressing needs 
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regarding new directions and initiatives that the next Minister General and 
General Definitorium will need to examine together with all the Friars of the 
Order.

A. Prayer, Devotion, and Fraternity

To Desire the Grace of Prayer Above All Else (St. Bonaventure, LMj 
10:1)

One of the greatest challenges we face as individuals, local fraternities, 
Provinces, Custodies, Foundations, and the universal brotherhood of the 
Order is the recovery of the centrality of a deep, personal relationship 
with the triune God: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Reports to Provincial, 
Custodial, Foundation, and General chapters have since the beginning of the 
Franciscan movement called special attention to the dimension of prayer and 
contemplation as a condition sine qua non for persevering in the Gospel life 
proposed by Francis to his brothers, in service to God’s kingdom. Reflecting 
on the experience of the life of the Order, former Minister General Giacomo 
Bini reminded the Friars that:

There is no doubt that the rebirth of consecrated life, the overcoming 
of a crisis of values and the recovery of an authentic evangelization, 
today, find their foundation and a new impetus only in a profound life 
of prayer both personal and in fraternity. (Report of Minister General 
Giacomo Bini, OFM, General Chapter OFM, 2003:54)

There is little theoretical argument among the Friars about the ‘truth’ of 
the centrality of prayer in the life of consecrated religious, and in the life of 
the Friar Minor. However, in the actual lived practice, there are any number of 
difficulties in actually embracing and bringing to life within us this essential 
spiritual value. I will present below some of the chief obstacles you, my dear 
brothers, have described in Canonical Visitations, at international and regional 
meetings, those that emerged from the 2012 Sociological Report on the State of 
the Order of Friars Minor, and those from other processes of evaluation and 
renewal. But I would first like to recognize the heartening reality of a deep 
commitment by many Friars to a life that is guided and nurtured by prayer.  
I have heard from many brothers their honest struggles to try to keep the 
Lord Jesus at the center of their religious vocation, at the center of their daily 
fraternal interactions, and at the heart of their evangelizing and missionary 
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engagements. Any number of recent Visitation reports speak of the good 
quality of the life of prayer in a number of the entities of the Order, where 
Ministers, local Guardians and other members of the fraternity urge one 
another to keep the fire of the Spirit burning strong within them. 

As I indicated in Chapter 1 and 2 of this Report, Friars in a number of 
entities of the Order have taken to heart Mandate 7 of the 2015 General 
Chapter. As a result, we witness a slight but significant increase in the number 
of houses of prayer and hermitages that have been created across the Order. 
There appears to be a growing recognition of and desire for creating spaces of 
silence and contemplation where the Friars might be able to step back, take a 
moment to breathe, spiritually, a time in which to take stock of their lives, and 
to renew their life with God, something akin to what transpired between Elijah 
and God “in sheer silence”. (Cf. 1 Kings 19:11-23)

Clearly, any spiritual renewal within the history of the Franciscan 
movement has brought with it a renewal of fraternal life and evangelizing 
mission inter gentes. In fact, Article 1 §2 of the CCGG makes clear the direct 
and intimate relationship between contemplation and devotion, fraternity, and 
evangelizing mission to the world and to all of creation:

The friars, as followers of St. Francis, are bound to lead a radically 
evangelical life, namely: to live in a spirit of prayer and devotion and 
in fraternal fellowship; they are to offer a witness of penance and 
minority; and, in charity towards all mankind, they are to announce 
the Gospel throughout the whole world, and to preach reconciliation, 
peace and justice by their deeds; and to show respect for creation.

The operative words are “to live in a spirit…of prayer, devotion, fraternal 
fellowship, peace and minority, charity,” sharing what they themselves are 
living within their own lives and fraternities, namely, lives guided by a spirit 
of reconciliation, peace, justice and respect for all people and all of creation. 
Our General Constitutions, building on the spiritual unity that Francis of Assisi 
perceived operative at all levels of our lives and our witness to the Gospel, 
unequivocally articulates the intimate and necessary relationship between 
contemplation, fraternity, and mission.
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Encountering the Word of God, Personally and in Fraternity

There is little doubt about the privileged place the Word of God in Sacred 
Scripture held in the spiritual life of St. Francis, and in the development of the 
early fraternity of the Order. The entire narrative of the RnB is constructed on 
the foundation of biblical texts illustrating specific values and the permanent 
call to remain connected to the Word of God, following the Gospel life 
faithfully. The focus of the Gospel remains at the heart of the RB (1): 

As a consequence, it is necessary to know the Gospel, namely, to listen 
and to meditate on it. This listening, this meditation must be engaging, 
wise, leading us to embrace the Word as a light, a guide, and a strength 
for our lives. (Cf. Vita di Fraternità in Progettazione, 2001:17-18)

The promotion in the Order of such communitarian practices as the Lectio 
divina or the Emmaus methodology call for us to give privileged attention to 
the Word of God as a means for promoting ongoing spiritual formation and 
for deepening all processes of discernment. Here in the General Curia, the 
local fraternity has employed these methods to these same ends. The Friars 
have, I believe, found these to be effective instruments for promoting an 
encounter with the Word within the context of the fraternity. I have read in 
the reports from General Visitators and have heard from individual Friars 
during the course of conducting fraternal visits about their appreciation for 
incorporating one of these methods, bringing us face to face with the Word of 
God as brothers of one fraternity. Others have lamented the absence of such 
practices in their respective entities. 

I would, therefore, encourage all the entities of the Order to embrace one 
of these methods, or perhaps to choose another, so that our individual and 
fraternal lives might be further enriched by regular encounter with the Word 
of God, providing time for Friars to reflect together on how God’s Word is 
helping us to deepen the contemplative, fraternal, and missionary dimensions 
of our Franciscan vocation. We have only to recall St. Francis’s admiration for 
the Word of God, which led him to collect scraps of the bible (e.g. Letter to 
the Entire Order FAED 1:119), or his seeking divine counsel at San Damiano 
by way of the Gospel. St. Bonaventure goes so far as to say that we become 
“pregnant” with the Word of God in order to give birth to the Word in our 
world. (Cf. Five Feasts of the Child Jesus)
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B. Areas of Challenge and Difficulty

Let us now examine some of the challenges we face at the individual and 
fraternal levels, challenges that are undermining our individual and collective 
capacity to respond to the Gospel and weakening the impact of the witness we 
are called to give to the transformative power of the Gospel. 

Haraka, Haraka Haina Baraka

The Swahili proverb cited above states, basically, that ‘There is no special 
blessing or value to rushing about in life without clear goals and direction’.  
This certainly applies to many of us in the Order. We somehow get caught 
up in a maelstrom of constant motion and commotion. We find ourselves 
being pushed and pulled in all directions, expending all of our energies 
in trying to respond to an increasingly complex number of demands: 
spiritual, emotional/psychological, and material without possessing the 
necessary tools to distinguish between those things that are essential and 
demand an urgent response from other less important, less urgent matters. 
This seems to be the motivation in Francis’s letter to St. Anthony about 
keeping the “Spirit of prayer and devotion” central in his life. (Cf. RB 5)

Individualism, A Tool for Economic Exploitation

Current trends in global culture tend to absolutize the fulfillment of the 
individual, his/her needs, wants, and fantasies, to the exclusion of everything 
else. Individualism is not just a philosophy that has come to dominate the 
contemporary era; and it is also an economic tool. It is used by those who seek 
to colonize our minds and hearts, trying to convince of us what our ‘true needs’ 
are: the promotion of self-fulfillment; the gaining of one’s sense of identity and 
self-worth through accumulation of goods or people. They offer the virtual, 
artificial creation of identities that are ‘liked’ into being, electronically, and 
equally ‘unliked’ out of existence by the same technological means. It is a world 
culture that gives little value to long-term commitment precisely because all 
is perceived as conditional, changing; nothing perdures. This extends even to 
a sense of self-identity. (Cf. Z. Bauman, 2005, Liquid Life, Cambridge, Polity, 
2005: 4-6, et alii) It is a ‘throw-away culture’ spoken of by Pope Francis. (EG: 
53) People, like objects, “have a limited expectation of useful life and once the 
limit has been passed, they are unfit for consumption.” (Cf. Bauman, 2005: 9)
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Feelings of Bankruptcy: Emotional, Spiritual, Interpersonal

As a result of frenetic activity, an invasion into all areas of our lives by way 
of virtual media, the constant movement of ideas and information that create 
a type of cognitive dissonance, and a failure to care for oneself - spiritually, 
physically, emotionally - Friars, increasingly, are experiencing forms of 
spiritual and emotional exhaustion. In some cases, this exhaustion deepens, 
leading some Friars to experience a type of bankruptcy. They no longer feel 
connected to anyone or anything: God, the Friars, or the mission in which 
they are involved. This sense of emptiness was expressed by a statistically 
significant number of Friars in the 2012 Sociological Study on the State of the 
Order, in recent reports of General Visitators, and in individual meetings with 
Friars. It is listed as one of the more important motives by those who choose 
to leave the Order. 

Many Friars have never learned how to manage their time and space – 
real and virtual - in a way that is respectful of their human, Christian, and 
Franciscan identity and also of their limitations. Without any internal tools to 
help guide and organize priorities and use of time, Friars end up rushing about 
doing many things but there is no overarching framework, no clear vision as to 
the purpose of such frenetic activity, its place in the hierarchy of our values. As 
a result, a number of Friars feel as though their lives are totally out of control. 
At the same time, they do not know how to step back from this precipice. 

The situation of basically feeling out of control and out of touch with the 
essentials of one’s spiritual and religious life has generated among a number 
of brothers a deep sense of existential loneliness. This loneliness has, in turn, 
led Friars to seek consolation from others outside of the Fraternity, or to lose 
themselves in the virtual world of Facebook, online gambling, pornography, 
excessive shopping, or to pursuing relationships that go beyond the norms of 
our vowed life.  

In more than one petition by Friars to leave the Order in recent years, this 
theme of existential loneliness has emerged as a critical driver leading to a 
loss of the sense of self-worth, vocation and mission. However, this situation 
does not always lead a Friar to request to leave the Order. A number of Friars 
who find themselves in a similar situation choose to remain physically present 
within their local fraternities but are absent spiritually, psychologically, and 
affectively. They end up living as guests in the local fraternity much like a 
temporary - or long term – resident in a hotel. Some Friars, like hotel guests, 
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occupy a room and other space but take no responsibility for the life of the 
Friars. They live in a type of ‘Hotel St. Francis’. The ‘loneliness’ they experience 
takes the form of ‘aloneness’, of wanting little or nothing to do with the local 
fraternity. The only advantage of living at ‘Hotel St. Francis’ is that at the end 
of the month, there is no bill to be paid. Rather, you can go to the concierge 
(Guardian or Bursar) and ask to be ‘paid’ (monthly spending money) for 
having honored the hotel by your presence.

The Responsibility of the Guardian and All Members of the 
Fraternity

In far too many cases, the Guardians and other members of the Fraternity 
choose to just leave the Friar to live in his isolated world in Hotel St. Francis. 
Reasons for this laissez-faire approach are varied. Some Guardians and Friars 
fear taking any decision or action that will bring them into confrontation. 
Others lack the necessary skills for helping pull a Friar out of isolation and 
back into the common life. By the time a new Guardian or Minister discovers 
the problem, the situation has become extremely complex, making it nearly 
impossible to help the Friar find a route of return to the common life. Sadly, 
a significant number of Friars end up living their lives alone, isolated, on the 
edge of fraternity. Ministers and Guardians are those who are to care for their 
brothers “like mothers for her sons.” (RnB 9:10-11)

As individualism continues to make inroads into religious life in general, 
and into the life of the Order in particular, we face a looming crisis. We must 
either take immediate steps to confront this harmful phenomenon now, or face 
further consequences, leading to greater erosion of a sense of common identity 
and purpose. It is, most probably, for this reason that a number of Friars at the 
PCO in Nairobi urged all present to seek a balance between responding to 
the various crises confronting humanity and the planet and the internal crises 
that we face as an Order. Undoubtedly, this is why at every Chapter – General, 
Provincial Custodial, or of the Foundation - and other meetings within the 
Order, we witness the repeated call for us to return to the essentials of our 
Gospel identity: life with God; life with the brothers; simplicity of life and 
minority; humble service to the church, to God’s poor, and to the wounded 
planet; and a commitment to ongoing life formation and conversion. I would 
encourage you to study the document entitled Our Vocation Today: Leaving 
or Remaining Faithful, which calls attention to these Priorities as a means 



- 109 -

Report of the Minister General: Chapter 3

for navigating times of personal and collective crisis and for rebuilding the 
foundations of our evangelical life. 

Possible Factors Contributing to Existential Loneliness

Three elements seem to contribute to exacerbating this situation of 
existential loneliness. Friars who find themselves in such situations readily 
acknowledge that they have allowed everything else to come between them 
and their spiritual life with God. These same Friars speak of being tired, 
consumed, having little remaining energy with which to attend to their inner 
spiritual lives. This is expressed in an absence of silence and contemplation in 
their lives. One Friar told me he felt like he was “driving his car on the fumes 
of past memories of a relationship with God, a distant memory of times past 
where he was alone with God in silence and prayer.” How many of us are living 
on the fumes of past memories of a deep and abiding relationship with God?

A second element that seems to contribute to the situation of existential 
loneliness is that of an absence of a feeling of authentic connectedness and 
relationship with the brothers at all levels: local fraternity; Provincial, 
Custodial, or Foundation; and the worldwide Order. There are simply too 
many of us living with a ‘guest’ mentality, occasionally participating in some 
aspects of the common life but never truly engaging with the actual life of the 
local fraternity. 

This should not be news to us. Many documents of the Order, reports of 
the General Visitators, and messages from Ministers (Generals, Provincials, 
Custodes, Presidents of Foundations) have addressed this issue, inviting all of 
the Friars to be responsible for one another and for creating conditions that 
favor life, love, hope, forgiveness, and a constant re-igniting of the flame of the 
Spirit of God. 

In the early stages of the vocation journey – candidacy, postulancy, 
novitiate, and temporary profession prior to solemn profession – Friars seem 
to be engaged and committed to personal and community prayer, and to 
participating in the common life. Are the Friars genuinely engaged in prayer 
and the common life at these early stages because they believe these are vital 
for their life and vocation? Or are they ‘committed’ only externally in order 
to ‘pass the test’, get ‘through the formation hoops’, and achieve the ultimate 
goal: freedom to live one’s life as one wishes, with little or no responsibility 
to continue to cultivate one’s spiritual life and life in fraternity? In occasional 
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moments of truth-telling, I have listened to Friars who were on the cusp of 
leaving the Order tell me that they learned how to work the system, be viewed 
by their peers and their formation directors as committed to the life, thus 
passing the test and being admitted to solemn profession. Others have spoken 
of how ‘working the system’ has enabled them to be ordained to the priesthood. 
Once solemnly professed and/or ordained, they came face to face with the 
fact that the essential elements of Franciscan religious life were, in reality, not 
essential to them. A significant number of Friar priests who leave the Order do 
so with the request to join a diocese. Some of these same elements might also 
apply to lay Friars choosing to leave the Order. 

Modeling Franciscan Life With and For One Another

One other factor that might help us better understand why some Friars opt 
out of the common life has to do with the impact of the modeling of religious 
life provided by solemnly professed Friars to those who are in initial formation 
or in the early years of solemn profession (Under 5, Under 10). In one fraternity 
I visited, I asked some of the younger Friars why they did not bother to go to 
morning or evening prayer? Did it have something to do with the quality of the 
prayer forms? Were they, perhaps, required to perform work for the fraternity 
or attend courses or do public ministry during those times? The answer was 
not shocking; it was, however, revealing. In one instance, one of the simple 
professed Friars told me that none of the formators ever participate in evening 
prayer. His question to me was direct and straightforward: “If the formators 
do not believe it is important, why do they insist that I, that we younger Friars, 
must be there?” 

In some of the reports of General Visitators, they speak about the frequent 
absence of the local Guardian from prayer and the common life. In cases where 
this exists, the common life of the Friars all too often evaporates. There are 
even reports of a few Ministers who rarely if ever participate in the common 
life of their curia fraternities; they pray alone and remain aloof from the other 
Friars. I can understand that this could occur on occasion, especially when 
the Minister has had a long day or week dealing with Friars in crises, or with 
difficult situations confronting the entity. This can be extended to moments 
in the life of all of us, dear brothers. However, in some cases Ministers and 
Guardians have simply lost contact with the life of the local fraternity. This can 
be interpreted by other Friars as a justification for absenting themselves from 
the common life. If those who are to model religious life are not committed to 
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our way of life, where does that leave us? However, we all know the answer to 
this question: we must never abandon our personal commitment to a spiritual, 
fraternal, and missionary life, no matter how difficult the quality of life, locally, 
in our entity, or in the Order at large.

A Radical Proposal Regarding the Initial Vocation Journey

I invite you to reflect with me on the current state of Franciscan identity 
and its impact on the life of all the Friars of the Order, and especially upon lay 
Friars. We need to re-imagine our Franciscan life and formative structures in 
a way that gives priority once again to the embrace of a “radically evangelical 
life,” as the CCGG, art. 1 §2 makes clear (Cf also RFF, 2003: 5-35 et alii). In 
order to promote this reimagining process, some fundamental changes must 
be made.  This will involve the adoption of one or several possible methods, 
each seeking to help us deepen our understanding of and commitment to the 
basic dimensions of our Franciscan identity. 

My first proposal is that we abandon a ‘two-paths’ understanding of 
our Franciscan life and mission. (Cf. Appendix 2) While the earliest stages 
of Franciscan life begin with everyone on the same path, immediately after 
novitiate, and, in some cases, during novitiate, individual Friars are asked to 
make explicit their intention: to be a lay Friar; or to become a Franciscan priest. 
Once this pronouncement is made, an entirely different set of variables enter 
into the formation scenario. For those seeking to be Friar priests, a special 
and well-organized program of studies and experiences automatically is made 
operative. On the other hand, for those who seek to be lay Friars, very little 
institutional thought or structures have been created. 

By abandoning the ‘two-way’ model and adopting one path for all 
candidates and Friars in initial formation, we make explicit the primary goal 
of initial formation: preparing men to make solemn profession, promising 
to live their entire lives for the sake of the Gospel, following the Rule and 
Life, the CCGG, and committing to ongoing formation to religious life. Our 
presumption should be that all Friars in initial formation will be well prepared 
to make Solemn Profession as Friars Minor. They will then receive specialized 
education and training during the program of Ongoing Formation after 
solemn profession. During the years leading up to solemn profession, the 
Friars would not have to choose between a lay or priestly vocation within the 
Order. They all would follow a common formation program, which necessarily 
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would include a well-developed human, Christian, and Franciscan formation. 
The entire focus of the formation journey would be on equipping Friars with 
the necessary tools for making and living a lifelong commitment to the radical 
demands of the Gospel life proposed by St. Francis of Assisi. 

How should we then deal with possible admission to priestly studies and 
ordination to priesthood? Anyone coming to the Order would have the sole 
expectation of making solemn profession to the Gospel life. No one would be 
promised that, at a later date, they would be called by their Minister to receive 
Holy Orders. The Friar would then be free to make his profession of our Rule 
and Life with the full intention of living as a Friar Minor for the rest of his life, 
whether called to Holy Orders or not.

The Church has done little to help us sort out the challenges we face in terms 
of identity because we have been mistakenly defined as a ‘clerical institute’. 
(CCGG: 3 §2) In those cultural and ecclesial contexts where clericalism is 
strong, where little value is placed on the identity and vocation of the lay 
Friar, what emerges is a gravely erroneous understanding of our Franciscan 
identity as uniquely clerical. I hope all of us recognize the serious, perhaps 
even irreparable, damage this does to our common vocation and mission. 
I invite you to read an article dealing with much of what I have presented 
above written by Br. William Short, “Initial Formation and Studies for Clerical 
Brothers and Lay Brothers: Some Orientations on the Basis of the Experience 
and Documents of the Order.” (Cf. La Integración Entre Formación Inicial y Los 
Estudios En La Orden Hoy, Rome, OFM SGFS: 127-137) 

Commission or Moderator for the Promotion of the Lay Vocation 
Within the Order

I am left with several questions regarding the matter of the vocation 
of the lay Friar within the Order, problems associated with the reality of 
clericalism, and the need for some formal structures to help the Order come 
to a greater appreciation for what is at stake. A possible first step could 
involve the convening of an international Congress on the lay Friars vocation. 
I also believe that the Order might need to consider creating a permanent 
Commission in order to proceed with any concrete suggestions that might 
emerge from an international Congress. One further idea that a Congress 
might wish to consider is whether it might be opportune to name a Friar to 
serve as a type of moderator to help coordinate efforts throughout the Order 
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to deepen its reflection on the lay religious vocation within our Order and to 
work closely with the GSFS to conduct a review of all formation methods and 
practices in light of a necessary restructuring of the goals of initial formation 
from a two-path to a one-path understanding as discussed above. It also might 
be important for Conferences, when proposing candidates for the office of 
General Definitor, to give serious thought to proposing lay Friars. 

New Approaches to Formation of Formators for Ongoing and 
Initial Formation

I am pleased to inform you that over the course of these past nearly six years, 
new efforts have been made to provide those selected to serve as formators in 
initial formation, and Guardians who serve in the work of ongoing formation, 
with new ideas and methods in order to better equip them for their work. A 
central theme that has emerged in the areas of ongoing and initial formation is 
that of ‘Accompaniment’. Accompaniment has to do with creating conditions of 
respect, trust, a sense of co-responsibility and a desire to promote the interests 
of both the individual and common good of all Friars. Increasingly, entities of 
the Order have recognized that it is no longer sufficient or helpful to simply 
have a ‘one size fits all’ type of approach to ongoing and initial formation. 
What is required is a type of approach that takes the particular situation of 
each individual Friar or candidate into account, providing a tailored approach 
to each. It is this awareness of the singularity and unique gifts each brother 
possessed that enabled St. Francis to recognize the giftedness that each Friar 
embodied, to respect this, and to allow each to develop his God-given talents. 
(Cf. Testament; RnB 7; and RB 5) This does not mean that an entity cannot 
do a number of things in common. Rather, it is a matter of providing time to 
listen to the Spirit of God at work in each of the Friars, each of the postulants 
or candidates, creating space in which each person can explore what God 
is speaking to him at any given moment. This approach does not begin and 
end with initial formation; it should be seen as part of a continuum that lasts 
throughout the life of each of us Friars. 

The General Secretary for Formation and Studies, Br. Cesare Vaiani, has 
indicated two other important types of accompaniment. The first involves 
accompanying entities and regions of the Order where there is a serious 
decrease in numbers, where there are few vocations, and where processes of 
restructuring involving the unification of entities are underway or need to be 
initiated. The recent experience of the Order has shown just how important 
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it is to create a sense of hope, to foster as much dialogue as possible, and to 
take into account the difficulties individual Friars might experience as they 
watch their religious world undergo significant change. There is need also, 
according to Br. Cesare, to strengthen the sense of identity, of belonging not 
only to a local entity but also, and perhaps more importantly, of belonging to 
the worldwide brotherhood of the Order. (Cf. Appendix 3)

A second area requiring particular attention involves those entities 
experiencing numerical growth, where the Lord is continuing to call men to 
follow the Gospel in the way of St. Francis. In these situations, there needs 
to be greater attention given to the selection of formation personnel, and to 
ensuring they receive adequate preparation. One special initiative that Br. 
Cesare speaks about is the School of Franciscan Formation for Formators 
in Africa, a joint initiative between the three branches of the First Order. 
Special thanks to our Capuchin and Conventual brothers for their openness, 
commitment and collaboration. Brothers from regions where vocation growth 
is taking place should also be encouraged to enroll in the master’s program 
in formation offered by the Franciscan Institute of Spirituality at the PUA. 
Other courses have been offered in an ‘ad hoc’ manner in other parts of the 
Franciscan world (e.g. OLAS in Manila, the Philippines) for the training of 
formators. All entities must take the necessary steps to ensure that formators 
receive adequate training for the duties they are being asked to assume, and 
ongoing formation for those already engaged in this work.

Difficulties in Understanding and Organizing Programs for Initial 
Formation According to the Spirit of Our Ratio Formationis 
Francescanae

Another area of common difficulty in the life of entities of the Order is 
related to how the Friars in different cultural and ecclesial contexts understand, 
interpret, and apply the theological and spiritual orientations and practical 
suggestions of the Ratio Formationis Franciscanae. Previous Ministers General 
have called attention to the fact that in many parts of the OFM world, initial 
formation is guided, principally, by a mentality that is clerical. From the 
moment the young candidates arrive, there is a specific ‘bias’ that favors those 
seeking holy orders. 

An analysis of a number of formation programs reveals that while every 
step of the formation process is meticulously mapped out for those who are 
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seeking to be ordained, those seeking to be lay Friars oftentimes are left to fend 
for themselves. For those who feel called to express the Franciscan charism as 
lay Friars, they oftentimes must follow the identical program that has been 
created for those who seek ordination. In any number of cases, those who 
came to the Order with the desire of living as lay Friars have found themselves, 
in the end, with few choices. After having followed a clerical-focused program 
of initial formation, and after having been ‘encouraged’ by their formators and 
fellow Friars in initial formation to ‘go all the way’, they ‘opt’ for the clerical 
state. Some Friars have related to me their vocation journey, and the difficulty 
they felt in trying to ‘choose’ how best to express their Franciscan vocation. For 
some, the choice had been effectively eliminated because of the nature of the 
formation program they followed. The only perceived option was for them to 
choose the ‘way’ of clerical Franciscan life.

Another difficulty we seem to have in the Order has to do with the way 
we define ourselves. In my report to the Order in 2015, I highlighted the fact 
that language shapes reality. In many parts of the OFM world, Provincials, 
Custodes, Presidents of Foundations, formators and those in formation 
continue to employ a language that simply is not ours. Many Friars still speak 
about seminaries, something that does not exist in our Franciscan lexicon, 
a specific reference to our fraternities for initial formation. Our Friars in 
temporary vows continue to be called, in many places, ‘clerics’, ‘seminarians’, 
‘regents’, and a wide variety of other clerically oriented language that has 
nothing to do with our Franciscan reality. When introducing our young 
Friars in parishes, sanctuaries, and public events, we employ clerical language, 
oftentimes never even mentioning the existence and importance of the lay 
Friar vocation. I am not sure what anyone aspiring to become a lay Friar in the 
Order might think or feel when they are never spoken of or recognized.  How 
many times are distinctions made between the ‘Fathers’ and the ‘Brothers’, or 
even when we jokingly call one another by these names? If the dictum that 
‘language shapes reality’ is true, then we must ask ourselves what violence we 
are doing to ourselves, to our lay Friars, when we employ a clerical language 
to describe who we are not! For some strange reason, there is strong resistance 
to undertaking a thorough review of how we use language, and to undertake 
a process of conversion that will help restore a fuller, truer sense of the nature 
of our Franciscan identity. As you might have noticed, I chose early on in 
my ministry of service to the universal fraternity to return to an expression 
that was dear to St. Francis and that was employed by some of his immediate 
successors: Brother and Servant. How else might we interpret St. Francis’ 
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prohibition of clerical titles like ‘prior’? (Cf. RnB 6) We have a long way to go 
towards embracing and integrating a more authentic vision of our identity, one 
that will help promote the integration of identity that will serve as a constant 
reminder of our vocational status as ‘lesser brothers’. (Cf. Appendix 2)

All Invited to Study the Ratio Formationis Francescanae

I would urge all the Friars of the Order, not only Ministers and formation 
personnel, to study the Ratio Formationis. The reason for doing this is not only 
to gain a clearer understanding of the nature of Franciscan initial formation 
as found in this critical document. There is another reason. The Ratio expends 
great energy in presenting the Order’s official vision of ongoing formation as 
a process of conversion and transformation that ‘never ends’. (VC: 65) It also 
makes clear that ongoing formation is a matter of coming to clarity about how 
we are to live our faith, our hope, and our love on a daily basis within our local 
fraternities. We also are reminded that ongoing formation is the ‘humus of 
initial formation’ (RF: 108) involving “a life-long process of discovering the 
poor and crucified Christ in oneself, in one’s brothers, in one’s service, in one’s 
particular culture and in the whole of contemporary reality.” (RF: 107)

Increasing Fragility Among the Friars of the Order

We live in what are called ‘fragile’ or ‘liquid’ times. (Cf. Zygmunt Bauman, 
Liquid Modernity, Cambridge, Polity, 2012:3ff) The fragility we witness around 
us also expresses itself within our fraternities in multiple ways: fragility in 
our spiritual lives; fragility of our egos and the need for constant affirmation;  
fragility of our resolve to make long-term commitments (vowed life); fragility 
of our capacity to create and sustain friendships and fraternal relationships; 
fragility of our willingness to persevere in adversity or in situations that do not 
provide us with gratification; fragility expressed in our inability to collaborate 
with others and treat them with dignity (issues of authority, control); etc. As 
the number of Friars decreases, leading to smaller entities and smaller local 
fraternities, these fragilities will become more pronounced. In fact, Friars have 
already recognized this in some entities of the Order and are searching for 
effective, Gospel-inspired ways to deal with this fragility. One thing we might 
wish to consider is to provide workshops within all entities, inviting outside 
experts where appropriate to help us understand how best to deal with one 
another, with our fragilities and also our incredible gifts and talents. 
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Selecting Authentic Servant-Leadership 

In light of such increasing fragility, choosing capable men for leadership 
in the Order at all levels, especially at the level of the local fraternities, is 
becoming ever more apparent.  Now more than ever we need men who are not 
only ‘good Friars’; we need men who are capable of bringing out goodness in 
others, who are not afraid to enter into the personal space of others and call us 
to come out of ourselves. This ‘calling out’ is not simply a question of inviting 
Friars to leave the fortresses they have built to protect themselves and their 
interests. Rather, it is a ‘calling into’ something that is lifegiving, that enables us 
to grow, spiritually and humanly, much like St. Francis did as he accompanied 
Br. Leo in his moment of personal crisis, expressing compassion and mercy. 

For this reason, those who are to be selected as Guardians must possess 
an ability to help inspire other Friars to cooperate with him in creating 
conditions for a common life that help all of us become holier, where we feel 
welcomed, accepted and appreciated, and where together we are able to make 
our own particular contribution, to become ‘co-creators’ with the Guardian 
of a fraternity where love, truth, forgiveness, authentic peace, and hope are 
promoted. 

This is a very different understanding of the role of Guardian than exists 
in some entities of the Order. There are still those who believe becoming 
Guardian is a social promotion, perhaps a first step towards assuming greater 
roles in the Province or Custody. There also is the unfortunate truth that in 
some entities of the Order it is virtually impossible for all brothers – lay and 
clerics – to be considered on an equal level when choices are made in the 
selection of Guardians. As I have stated above, becoming Guardian does not 
offer social promotion. Rather, it offers a type of ‘demotion’. The Guardian, 
like the Minister, becomes the first model of what it means to stoop down and 
wash the feet of the brothers. It is not insignificant that Francis of Assisi, on his 
dying bed, asked the Friars to read to him the Gospel of St. John, Chapter 13: 
4-17. (Cf. I Cel, Book 2, Chap. VIII, v. 110, FAED 1:278) Francis was sending 
them – sending us – a message about the nature of the Gospel life he had 
embraced and lived, and about the type of leadership model was to typify all 
those called to become Ministers and Servant of the brothers. 
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The Importance of Planning at All Levels: Provincial, Custodial, 
Foundation and Local

Another essential task of the Guardian is to help the local fraternity 
prepare a ‘Plan for Fraternal Life and Mission’. (Cf. Vita di Fraternità’ in 
Progettazione, Rome 2001:7) The document contains a deeply theological 
argument supporting the need for all Friars to engage and work together to 
develop this ‘Plan’:

The theology of religious life today, on the contrary, conceives of 
consecrated life as an uninterrupted process of integral growth of the 
men and women who have embraced it, as a vocation lived through a 
free and liberating listening/obedience to the Spirit and to the “signs 
of the times”, and that consequently adopts different forms according 
to the needs of the ‘here and now’ of the Lord of history. (Cf. Vita di 
Fraternità’, ibid.)

At the risk of repeating myself, the purpose of such a ‘Plan for Fraternal 
Life and Mission’ is to promote an integral ecological vision that might help 
us envision and structure our individual and common life together as Friars. 
Clearly, all plans should, according to the logic of this instrument, encourage 
each of us to deepen our life with God, with the brothers, and with the people 
of God by way of evangelizing mission inter gentes. The ‘Plan for Fraternal 
Life and Mission’ also is to help keep us moving, never allowing us to get too 
comfortable in the way we are living our Franciscan vocation. If we can sustain 
this sense of itinerancy, movement, we will then be able to keep up with the 
many changes taking place within our world, Church, and also within the 
Order. Such a plan will go a long way toward making all of the Friars of a 
local fraternity or entity feel as though we are moving together in a common 
direction and with a clearly identified purpose. 

In the end, all is relational. This is the heart of the biblical message that 
guided Francis and the early Friars, the deep connection he and the Friars 
tried to maintain in order to sustain the long and difficult journey. This sense 
of movement, which makes many in the Church uncomfortable, is also at the 
heart of the life and mission of Pope Francis. In light of this, the Minister, and 
most especially the Guardian, can play a critical role in helping to get the Friars 
moving, and keep them moving. It is in this way that all service of authority 
achieves one of its principal goals: that of helping the Friars who entrust their 
lives to the Fraternity, placing their hands in the hands of their Minister or 
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Guardian, to become ever more free to respond with generosity, love, and a 
spirit of sacrifice to the Gospel and to the Spirit’s gift of hope that this freedom 
will initiate. (Cf. Br. G. Bini, Report to the Chapter, 2003: no. 172-173)

C. Contemplative, Fraternal, Missionary

Promoting a Missionary Spirit ‘inter gentes’ Among all of the Friars

It was not coincidental that the theme of the 2009 General Chapter was 
that of evangelizing mission in the life of the Friar Minor and the Order. 
A subtheme was that of the ‘gift of the Gospel’ preached through the lived 
experience of Franciscan fraternity. In the final document of the 2015 General 
Chapter, Bearers of the Gift of the Gospel, we read:

Another pathway to restoration [of the gift of the Gospel] that the 
Chapter has emphasized in these days is that called mission inter 
gentes, an expression that indicates a way of being present in the places 
where the Lord sends us, as well as an attitude toward the world. It 
is a process of insertion in reality that makes us share the life of our 
peoples in all its complexity. (13)

We ‘Are’ Mission

The 2015 General Chapter pursued the theme of mission inter gentes, 
inspired by the apostolic exhortation of Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium. 
(2013) We are reminded that all baptized Christians are co-disciples and co-
missionaries participating in the ongoing mission of the Triune God; we don’t 
‘do’ mission; we are mission. In his 2021 Report to the General Chapter, Br. 
Alonso Morales, General Secretary for Missions and Evangelization, calls on 
all Friars to recognize their baptismal identity as missionaries who are called 
by the Spirit of God to participate in the one mission of God. (Cf. Appendix 5)

This mission takes place everywhere Friars live out their vocation as a 
‘Contemplative Fraternity in Mission’. In fact, prayer and devotion and fraternal 
life, like the Trinity, must express themselves outwards in evangelizing mission 
inter gentes.  It opens our minds, hearts, and fraternities to a world that is in 
need of hearing a message that inspires people to aspire to greatness rather than 
to descend into despair and self-gratification.  This same message also makes 
clear that all of the Friars are called as missionaries. As the very indwelling of 
God’s mission, we go out in search of others, those who have been abandoned 
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along the road (Cf. Lk 10: 25-37; see also Fratelli Tutti, par. 56-86), stopping 
in a moment of deep recognition: we stand before a fellow human being 
who bears the image and loving presence of the divine within. As Friars all 
of us are also called to act in justice, promoting forgiveness, reconciliation, 
and respect for all that God has created, in the human community and the 
natural environment. In this way, we discover the integrating force of the Spirit 
who unites the spiritual life, the fraternal life, and the demands of missionary 
evangelization: a truly biblical vision of an integral fraternal ecology. 

Two central questions remain to be answered by each of us. First, do we 
truly believe we are mission, and that we are co-disciples and co-missionaries 
with all baptized Christians? Accepting this fundamental truth about our lives 
as baptized members of the Body of Christ will serve us as we confront the 
issue of clericalism in our lives, the Order, and the Church. The second follows 
the first. Do we believe that our missionary calling transcends all boundaries, 
freeing us to go out of ourselves, our structures, two-by-two as brothers of the 
Gospel, sharing with the world a vision of integral fraternal ecology that can 
actually help heal our broken world? Accepting this fundament quality of our 
Franciscan identity will serve us as we make decisions about where and how 
we are to express our vocation in the context of rapid change. 

Nothing is Simply ‘Traditional’

The Order has made substantial progress in broadening its understanding 
of mission and evangelization when examining what are called ‘traditional’ 
ministries: pastoral care in sanctuaries, parishes, schools, etc. (Cf. Sent to 
Evangelize in Fraternity and Minority in the Parish: Handbook for Parish Ministry, 
Rome, 2009, especially section 3, “The Franciscan Pastoral Characteristics in 
Parishes”, pp. 31ff; see also Go and Teach: General Guidelines for Franciscan 
Education, 2009, especially section 2, “Franciscan Anthropological and 
Pedagogical Vision,” pp. 19-39)  The work of Friars in the area of integral 
human development, which includes social projects, also gives witness to the 
evangelizing mission entrusted to the Order. These efforts, in keeping with 
our particular Franciscan vision of the human person, should be conducted 
in a manner respectful of cultural and religious diversity and without in any 
way seeking to proselytize or coerce, as St. Francis insisted with his brothers in 
Chapter 16 of the RnB.
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Many Friars working in ‘traditional’ ministry or in social outreach have 
spoken to me of the difficulties they encounter when reflecting on what 
I call the ‘revolutionary’ vision of missionary evangelization proposed by 
Pope Francis in EG. How difficult it is for us to imagine the implications of 
the teaching of Pope Francis. He invites us to transform all of our activities 
into ‘schools’ or ‘centers’ for integral human development and, for Christian 
believers, into schools or centers for preparing agents for the evangelizing 
mission of the Church.  

What emerges from this ‘revolutionary’ vision of Pope Francis is a 
proposal that the Church not concentrate on self-maintenance and an 
obsession with making sure everyone obeys ‘rules’. The Pope is inviting us to 
trust in the power of the Gospel to lead and guide us, enabling us to reach 
out in new ways to the changing realities of the human community and the 
environment. This is the call that the Order understood and embraced in its 
deliberations at the 2015 General Chapter. This was the driving force behind 
the Mandates and has served as a guiding light over nearly six years since the 
last chapter.  Clearly, we must ask ourselves as an Order: To what degree have 
we understood and integrated this life-giving message into our lives, and into 
our evangelizing methods in our ‘traditional’ ministries – parishes and schools 
- and social outreach programs? I invite all Friars, all entities, to invest time in 
re-reading the apostolic exhortation EG, discussing its vision and proposals for 
revitalization of the evangelizing efforts of the Church and Order, and to seek 
to implement some of its concrete suggestions in the ‘traditional’ and social 
ministries that are so significant to many of God’s people. I also invite you 
to read the two sets of Guidelines, one dealing with Franciscan parishes and 
the other with Franciscan schools, which prefigure some of the key elements 
found in EG.

A Novel Approach for Promoting a Renewal of the Missionary 
Spirit

If we are to renew and update our missionary spirit, we must be willing to 
take bold steps that will place demands on each of us but also on the institutions 
that are to serve God’s mission in the world. I share with you the example of 
one Province in Latin America where decisions were made to restructure the 
presence and work of the Friars in order to respond to the demands of the 
Holy Father and of the Order. 
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The Province, which will remain unnamed, continues to be blessed by 
God with a significant number of solemnly professed and temporary professed 
Friars, with new vocations, and a significant number of young men who are 
exploring the possibility of a Franciscan vocation (aspirants). As a response to 
the call of the Holy Father, and the invitation of the Minister General following 
the 2015 general chapter, this particular province undertook a serious review 
of its ministries - parishes, schools, sanctuaries, retreat programs, work with 
youth, programs in integral human development – while asking one basic 
question: “How can we free up Friars in order to respond to the new needs of 
the Church and Order today?” 

Following this process of discernment, the Province decided to withdraw 
from a number of ministries, confident that their presence was no longer 
absolutely essential and that the diocesan clergy could easily replace them. 
This was not an easy decision since the bonds of love and friendship between 
the Friars and the people of God in each of these ministry locations were deep. 
However, with great courage, the Province proceeded with its plans, thus 
freeing up a number of Friars who could be prepared for new projects for 
evangelization in the regions of the Province, and to allow several Friars to 
join one of the ‘missionary’ projects of the General Curia or of other entities. 
The guiding principles behind this decision were twofold. First, the call to ‘go 
to the peripheries’ was perceived as an opportunity for the entire Province to 
enter into a process of self-renewal. Second, the entire Province was invited 
to reflect upon and seek to implement the demands contained in the three-
fold proposal of the Order that Friars belong to a ‘Contemplative Fraternity’ 
that is missionary. What could be more ‘revolutionary’! What if every 
Province or Custody were to undertake a similar process of discernment? I 
can assure you the next Minister General would be extremely pleased should 
Provinces and Custodies decide to make available additional Friar personnel 
to serve the Order in the dependent houses, dependent missionary projects, 
the Custodies of the Holy Land and Morocco, and in the promotion of the 
Franciscan intellectual tradition through such institutions as the Collegio San 
Bonaventura/ Quaracchi, the Scotus Commission, etc.).

D. Entities Under the Responsibility of the Minister General

In the recent past, a significant development occurred in the life of the 
Order. As new missionary projects ad gentes were created; as new initiatives in 
ecumenical and interreligious dialogue were launched: there was a tendency 
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to place all of these under the responsibility of the Minister General and the 
General Definitorium. These projects, theoretically, were to be entrusted to 
the GSME. In reality, they took on a ‘life of their own’, demanding more and 
more time of the Minister General and the General Definitory, even as they 
continued to make demands, including economic ones, of the GSME and of 
the GSFS. I do not wish in any way to criticize anyone who was involved in 
these developments, nor to undermine the fruitful and important work of the 
Friars who participate in these projects. On the contrary, I salute the Friars in 
these special mission or dialogue projects for their courage and perseverance. 
I am certain that they have felt at times a sense of benign neglect, of being 
forgotten or made to feel rather unimportant because of the slow response 
from the Curia to their requests and needs. 

This has not been intentional. It is, rather, the result of the Curia having 
assumed too much responsibility for the ordinary oversight and animation of 
these entities and projects. What has become increasingly apparent are serious 
difficulties in trying to maintain vital contacts between the Friars in each of 
the entities or initiatives with the Minister General and the General Curia. I 
wish to express a word of gratitude to those Friars who have made tremendous 
efforts to promote a quality of life and mission in these initiatives despite 
significant geographical distances and other practical difficulties.

In some instances, those elected to serve as Presidents of these Foundations 
have experienced a lack of connection with the Curia caused by a lack of clear 
and consistent communications. In other cases, those who have been called 
to serve these entities have not always respected the limits of their mandate, 
granting permissions to Friars that, perhaps, were not in the best interest of 
the Friar and also of the entity. Local bishops have not always respected the life 
of the Friars, urging the brothers to take on new engagements in missionary 
evangelization despite the fact that the Friars are already taxed to their limit 
in trying to maintain existing obligations. By the time the Minister General 
becomes aware of these challenges, months go by and Friars who are directly 
involved begin to feel exhausted, forgotten, and can even become discouraged. 
What also has happened in some cases is an undermining of the integrity of 
our vocation and call to be men of prayer and fraternity, the two vital sources 
behind our missionary engagements. 
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Efforts to Transfer Responsibility for Foundations and Projects 
from the Curia to Provinces

One of the decisions taken by the General Definitorium early into the 
current six-year mandate was to seek a possible transfer of jurisdiction and 
animation of the dependent projects of mission ad gentes from the Minister 
General and General Definitorium to Provinces and/or Custodies with a 
geographical or cultural proximity. In the case of our Foundations in Myanmar 
and Thailand, which were initiated by the Curia, we are completing a three-
year experiment with the Province of the Holy Martyrs of Korea. In February 
2018, the Province agreed to assume jurisdiction and responsibility for the 
spiritual and fraternal animation of the life of these Foundations. We are now 
beginning a process of evaluation that will determine whether the Province 
will assume this responsibility definitively. Should the evaluation process 
suggest that this might not be in the best interests of the Province and the 
two Foundations, efforts will be made to identify another Province or Custody 
that might be willing assume this responsibility. Despite these significant 
challenges, God is blessing us with new vocations in these Foundations. 

In the course of the previous six-year mandate (2009-2015), we were 
informed by COMPI of the need for the Conference to withdraw from the 
Foundation in Congo Brazzaville. Since that time, the Minister General 
and General Definitorium assumed responsibility – juridical, spiritual, and 
material – for the Foundation, with its 26 Friar members. At the end of 2020, a 
dialogue was begun with the Province of St. Benedict the African, Democratic 
Republic of Congo regarding the possibility of the Province assuming juridical 
responsibility for the Foundation and for the animation of the life of its Friars. 
Currently, the Friars of the Foundation who are in initial formation participate 
fully in the formation programs organized by the Province. This has helped 
to create fraternal bonds between the younger Friars. It is our hope that the 
discussions which have begun will bear fruit. 

The Minister General and the General Definitorium, in collaboration with 
the GSME and GSFS continue to work with the solemnly professed Friars in 
Sudan (Khartoum) and South Sudan (Juba), and also with young Sudanese 
and South Sudanese Friars (temporary professed, novices, and postulants). 
All programs of initial formation for the Friars in Sudan and South Sudan 
are organized and conducted by the Province of St. Francis (Nairobi, Kenya). 
The next general Minister General and General Definitorium might consider 
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the possibility that the Province assume a greater juridical and animation 
role of the Order in South Sudan. It also should be stated that the Province of 
the Holy Family in Egypt is providing missionaries and financial support for 
our presence in Khartoum, Sudan. It is my hope that in the near future, this 
relationship might be formalized so that in all areas, formation withstanding, 
the Province might assume a clearer juridical and animation role. 

Dialogue Project in Turkey

The Minister General and the General Definitorium together with the 
GSME and the GSFS are responsible for the Foundation in Turkey.  There 
currently are fraternities in Istanbul and Izmir with eight (8) Friars in service 
to this project. Regular visits and continuous communication are maintained 
between the Curia and the Foundation by way of a representative from the 
Definitorium who serves as a link with the President of the Foundation.

Our dialogue project in Turkey continues to evolve. At the beginning, 
it had three primary objectives: (1) ecumenical dialogue with the Christian 
churches present in Turkey; (2) interreligious dialogue with the various 
Muslim communities; and (3) intercultural dialogue. In practice, however, 
the fraternities have also been responsible for caring for Christians present in 
both of the urban centers where they are located, providing pastoral service 
to two parishes in Istanbul and two others in Izmir. Services are conducted 
in up to five languages, including outreach to the French-speaking Catholic 
community in Istanbul, and the Korean Catholic community. 

According to reports from the Ecumenical Patriarchy of Constantinople 
and from other Christian religious leaders in Turkey, the service of the Friars 
is deeply appreciated. They are considered among the most informed in 
ecumenical matters and are among the most active in promoting an ecumenical 
culture of dialogue, encounter, and cooperation. A similar appreciation has 
been expressed by Muslim leaders with whom the Friars interact. This is the 
case because of their care for the poor and excluded, prisoners, and their 
promotion of the values contained in Laudato Si’, a message that has found 
resonance within the Muslim communities in Turkey. This has already resulted 
in a Franciscan-Muslim initiative for integral ecology. As Friars have learned 
the Turkish language, they also have established friendships with the people 
of Turkey, listening and learning about their culture, values, frustrations and 
hopes. 



- 126 -

Renewing Our Vision. Embracing Our Future

With the dramatic increase of migrants, the Friars have found themselves 
deeply involved in providing social, economic, and spiritual accompaniment. 
Migrants are living in several of the building complexes that are under the 
care of the Friars. The Friars are also providing food, funds for medical care, 
counseling, defending the rights of foreigners who are in prison, and providing 
other assistance. On the island of Büyükada where we have a Franciscan 
church, residence, and cemetery, the Friars are providing housing to prisoners 
who are on a temporary release program due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

One of the other priorities of the dialogue project in Turkey is the 
formation of Franciscans and others through the offering of an annual course 
in Istanbul. A number of the participants are employing the information and 
tools they have learned from the course in their work. The course seeks to 
integrate theory and practice, involving specialists and practitioners from 
other Christian churches, Focalari movement, other religious institutes 
(Capuchins, Conventuals, Dominicans, etc.), and Muslim specialists. The 
Friars in the dialogue project also offer regular courses and special training 
sessions in their respective Provinces of origin, and in other entities of the 
Order when requested. 

Ecumenical Dialogue and Care for Latin Catholics in Russia

The Russia Project, which began in the 1990s following the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, was created to respond to an invitation by Catholic bishops in 
Russia and Kazakhstan for a Franciscan presence to care for Latin Catholics. 
A second area of focus was included in the project, that of the promotion 
of dialogue between Catholics and Orthodox. This was further extended to 
include dialogue with Muslims in Kazakhstan. The Friars also established a 
school and several social centers which provided food assistance, medical care, 
and other social services. 

The General Minister and the GSME have worked closely with the 
President of the Foundation, Br. Stefano Invernizzi, and the Foundation 
Council in order to promote the goals of this special mission. This has been 
accomplished through formal meetings, fraternal and General Visitations, and 
frequent contact with the General Definitor for the region. In 2018 following 
a series of meetings and evaluations, the General Definitorium made the 
decision to ask for assistance from the Province of St Hedwig in Poland to 
assume juridical responsibility and provide animation for our presence in 
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Kazakhstan. As a result, there currently are two Russian and seven missionary 
Friars in the Foundation in Russia.

One of my personal regrets is the fact that I was never able to visit this 
Foundation. It was on the calendar for 2020 but, due to COVID-19, the visit 
had to be postponed. I would urge the next General Minister to plan to make 
a fraternal visit as soon as general health conditions permit. I also urge the 
Friars in Russia to increase their engagement in ecumenical dialogue and 
to explore new possibilities for increased contact and collaboration with the 
OFM Conventuals living and working in Russia.

The Middle Kingdom

There is one region of the world which, for many reasons, we must be 
cautious in our dealings. However, I am pleased to inform you that the Friars 
in this region, organized into three distinct realities – Custody, Fraternity, and 
missionary project – are alive and well. God continues to bless the Custody 
with new vocations. The Fraternity has undertaken a process of review to see in 
what way the Friars might normalize their juridical status vis-à-vis the Order. 
The missionary Friars continue to offer a silent witness to the transformative 
power of the Gospel, even under difficult circumstances. 

The members of the Custody also are involved in promoting integral 
human development through care for the elderly, infirm, pastoral service, 
and work in education. They work closely with various OFS fraternities and 
a particular type of ‘YouFra’ developed in their local context. At one meeting 
with these groups, I was impressed by their numbers and also by the types of 
services the OFS and ‘YouFra’ provide as a witness to the Gospel. 

I share the frustrations the Friars of this region experience as they struggle 
to live their vocation of prayer and contemplation, fraternity, and evangelizing 
mission inter gentes in a context that is not always receptive. Recent decisions 
regarding the relationship between the Holy See and the government have 
caused much confusion and pain among the Friars and also the Catholic 
communities they serve. However, the Friars are seeking to help one another 
and the faithful to navigate these difficult times. 

I applaud the Custody for allowing some younger Friars to deepen their 
knowledge of the Sacred Scriptures and to provide a service to the Order 
at the biblical study center. The Custody also has generously responded to 
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invitations by Friars and bishops outside of their region to provide Friars to 
accompany Catholic migrant communities that share the same language and 
culture. Special thanks also to those Friar missionaries who are committed to 
accompany the people among whom they have chosen to live by way of silent 
and prayerful presence. May God bless you and keep you strong. You are not 
alone; the entire Order is praying with you and supporting you. 

There is a Time for Everything Under the Heavens

As many of you are aware, a special initiative to promote new forms for 
living the Franciscan charism, as expressed in the 2017 document Ite, Nuntiate, 
led to the creation of a Franciscan fraternity in Palestrina and to the creation 
of Blessed Giles Foundation. This initiative was begun by the late Br. Giacomo 
Bini and other Friars. Following the untimely death of Br. Giacomo, and after 
much discussion within the General Definitorium, it was decided to suppress 
the fraternity in Palestrina, and, with it, to suppress the Foundation. Special 
thanks to the Friars who were part of this important initiative. 

A Word of Gratitude to Provinces and Custodies Collaborating in 
These Special Projects

I would like to commend those Provinces and Custodies which welcomed 
the call of the Minister General and the GSME to prepare and send Friars 
to participate in one of the entities or mission realities dependent on the 
Minister General and the General Definitory. Some of you have been ‘shocked’ 
by letters from the Minister General to your Provincial or Custodial chapters 
inviting you to prepare and send a specific number of Friars to specific mission 
entities dependent on the Minister General, including to the Custody of the 
Holy Land and Morocco. In this six-year period (2015-2021), fifty-four Friars 
have volunteered to participate in missionary projects dependent on the 
Minister General. While this is less than in previous years where there were 70 
volunteers (2009-2015), it nevertheless reveals a recognition of the missionary 
dimension of our vocation and a willingness to provide Friars, sometimes 
making a great sacrifice. (Cf. Report of the GSME to the 2021 General Chapter, 
Appendix 5) The need for your participation in the missionary projects of the 
Order will continue well into the future, especially as we face diminishment 
and aging. I, therefore, ask the Ministers to promote this missionary spirit 
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among the Friars and to allow those who request and are judged ‘fit’ to join 
one of the missionary projects. God will bless the generous giver!

A Cautionary Note About Discernment in the Selection of 
Missionaries

Missionary evangelization was at the heart of St. Francis’s calling and 
became a trademark of the life of a Friar Minor. However, even Francis was 
aware that not all who seek to leave their homes and territories in order to 
engage in missionary evangelization are apt to do so. For this reason, he 
wisely counseled all Ministers to conduct a serious process of discernment of 
potential ‘missionary’ candidates. This is made explicit in Chapter 16 of the 
RnB: 

Let those brothers who wish by divine inspiration to go among the 
Saracens or other non-believers ask permission to go from their 
provincial ministers. The ministers, however, may not grant permission 
except to those whom they see fit to be sent.

While all Friars possess many gifts and a good heart, this does not mean 
they are ‘fit to be sent’ into contexts that can be quite disruptive to their lives. 

Over the course of these past nearly six years, we have witnessed 
tremendous human fragility – psychological, interpersonal - in some of the 
Friar candidates proposed by their Ministers for these projects. Great care has 
been taken by the GSME to provide opportunities for Friar volunteers to study 
languages. Many also have participated in the highly successful Missionary 
Training Program in Brussels, Notre Dame des Nations.  However, a significant 
number of these Friars have returned to their home Provinces or Custodies 
within a relatively brief period due to unforeseen personal and interpersonal 
challenges. I would urge all Ministers to accompany those Friars who express a 
desire or willingness to go to mission or other projects of the Order or of their 
respective Provinces or Custodies, to conduct a serious process of discernment 
for fitness, with the objective of ensuring every possible chance of a successful 
integration of the Friar volunteers into the new reality.
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E. Breaking Out of the Silos: Toward an Integrated Approach to 
Missionary Evangelization 

I am pleased to inform you that the Order continues to make significant 
progress in the promotion and realization of a greater integration of the central 
values of our lives – Spirituality/Contemplation, Fraternity, and Mission. Over 
the course of these past six years, the GSME, GSFS, and the Office of JPIC 
have expanded opportunities for working together, promoting a more integral 
approach to Franciscan life. I am also pleased to inform you that in the entities 
(missionary) dependent on the Minister General, including the two priority 
‘missions’ of the Order, the Custody of the Holy Land and the Custody in 
Morocco, tremendous progress has been made in the promotion of the values 
of ongoing formation and the transverse (cross-cutting) values of JPIC. Friars 
have shown an increasing willingness to integrate these into their daily lives, 
and to allow the process of ongoing formation, informed by the transverse 
values of JPIC, to shape their life of prayer, fraternity, and mission. It is my hope 
that this process of integration will continue. I believe that as we integrate a 
comprehensive vision of an ‘integral fraternal ecology’ into the life of the Order 
at all levels, we will discover an inherent interconnectedness that will make it 
easier for us to live and give witness to the deepest values of our vocation. This 
will mean that in promoting the goals of ongoing and initial formation to our 
Franciscan life, we will automatically be drawn into a simultaneous reflection 
on, and an exploration of, the missionary and justice dimensions present 
therein. I once again urge you to re-read the Ratio Formationis Franciscanae of 
the Order keeping in mind that we are a ‘Contemplative Fraternity in Mission’. 
This same integrated vision finds expression in various Guidelines provided by 
the Office of JPIC (2009) and the GSME (2020). 

Challenges to Identity in ‘Mission Regions’

Returning for a moment to the challenges that individualism and 
existential loneliness pose to the Order, we recognize that these also are at 
work in those places and entities of the Order – Foundations dependent on 
the Minister General, or on Provinces or Custodies - located in newer regions 
of the Order. Traditionally, we have called these the ‘missionary areas’ of the 
Order. I wish first to acknowledge Pope Francis’s insistence that all Christians 
are missionary disciples, that we are mission (Cf. EG), and thus, by extension, 
every situation where the Friars find themselves is missionary. However, for 
the sake of being able to identify specific areas of the presence and life of the 
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Friars in certain specific geographical, cultural, and religious contexts, I will 
make use of the term ‘mission’ to describe these particular ‘situations’ of inter 
gentes.  

General Visitation reports, and regular contacts between the Minister 
General, Vicar General, members of the General Definitory, the GSME, GSFS, 
and the JPIC Offices with these special ‘missionary situations’ reveal that the 
challenges of individualism and existential loneliness are as present there as 
in all other places in the Order.  How do these challenges express themselves? 
One way is through the internet. Friars coming from other parts of the world 
oftentimes make greater efforts to maintain contacts with their home entities, 
family, and friends via Facebook, Twitter, or Google. No one would demand 
that Friars in these missionary contexts halt all contact with those they love 
and care for. However, the internet and virtual world can sometimes become 
an impediment, preventing Friars from entering into the local reality where 
they now find themselves. 

Challenges to Entering Into the Local Reality

On more than one occasion during my visits to some of these missionary 
areas, I have found myself spending more time trying to convince Friars to 
invest themselves in the life of the local fraternity and in the local ecclesial and 
cultural reality, learning the language and ‘wasting time’ with people. Clearly, 
this does not mean they must cut off other vital contacts. It does, however, 
mean that they strike a healthy balance between the two realities. They must 
learn to ‘live in the present’, allowing God to reveal to them new things, 
open them to new realities and new possibilities. By doing so, they will find 
themselves drawn into a process of conversion that, when done with sincerity 
and a spirit of discernment, will allow them to come to a new awareness of 
their life, the life of the Friars among whom they find themselves, and also 
among the people of God. As the former Bishop of Rome, Benedict XVI, once 
wrote: “We become fully human when we become more than human, when 
we let God bring us beyond ourselves in order to attain the fullest truth of our 
being.” (Deus Caritas Est, 2006: 217) 

I am convinced that God will also help us to come to understand the fullest 
truth of others when we open ourselves in trust, dialogue, and encounter to 
the presence of the Spirit in the people among whom we are sent. But first, 
we must ‘arrive’; we must invest our time, talents, and spiritual and emotional 
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energy in the Friars among whom we live in these special situations of mission, 
and in the lives of the people to whom we have been sent. We must believe in 
the people among whom we find ourselves, believe in young candidates and 
Friars who join the Order from these mission areas. Failure to take these steps 
will lead to a deeper sense of alienation, existential loneliness, and, potentially, 
to other more serious negative activities (inappropriate behaviors) that, in the 
end, could place our Franciscan religious life in jeopardy. 

Let us draw hope from the words from the of document of the 2015 
General Chapter, Going to the Peripheries as we face current challenges and 
prepare ourselves to embrace what God has in store for us, for the Order, as we 
move toward the future:

We must trust the God who calls us to live the Holy Gospel through the 
sacrament that is our brotherhood in this very day and time… We must 
banish any fears that prevent us from embarking on new initiatives, 
despite the advanced age of many Friars, or from the fact that others 
have left our ranks. (Cf. Going to the Peripheries 14)



CHAPTER 4

Guided by Faith or by Fear? It is Ours to Decide
You are the holy Lord God Who does wonderful things. 

You are strong. You are great. You are the most high. 
You are the almighty king. You holy Father, 

King of heaven and earth.  

You are three and one, the Lord God of gods; You are the good, 
all good, the highest good, 
Lord God living and true. 

You are love, charity; You are wisdom, You are humility, 
You are patience, You are beauty, You are meekness,  
You are security, You are rest, 
You are gladness and joy, You are our hope, You are justice, 
You are moderation, You are all our riches to sufficiency.
You are beauty, You are meekness, 
You are the protector, You are our custodian and defender, 
You are strength, You are refreshment. You are our hope, 
You are our faith, You are our charity, 
You are all our sweetness, You are our eternal life: 
Great and wonderful Lord, Almighty God, Merciful Savior.

(St. Francis of Assisi, “The Praises of God”)

[It] is all too easy to understate and miss that hope is not intended to be 
an extraordinary infusion, but an abiding state of being. We lose sight of 
the invitation—and in fact, our responsibility, as stewards of creation—
to develop a conscious and permanent connection to this wellspring. 
We miss the call to become a vessel, to become a chalice into which this 
divine energy can pour; a lamp through which it can shine. . . 

We ourselves are not the source of that hope; we do not manufacture it. 
But the source dwells deeply within us and flows to us with an unstinting 
abundance, so much so that in fact it might be more accurate to say we 
dwell within it. . . (Br. Richard Rohr, OFM, “Mystical Hope,” April 16, 
2020: http://cac.org/mystical-hope-2020-04-16)

May your choices reflect your hopes, not your fears (Nelson Mandela). 
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Introduction: New Directions for the Order 

In this last chapter of my report, I invite you to join me in taking a brief 
but serious look at some of the trends that are already transforming the Order 
from within. As will become clear from the statistical analysis, the Order must 
prepare itself to undergo radical changes. 

This is, of course, not the first time that such tumultuous changes have 
occurred. According to Br. Lazaro Iriarte, OFMCap, the number of Friars 
Minor (Observants, Reformed, Recollects, and Discalced) in 1762 was 76,892. 
By 1862, the OFM Friars declined to 21,893. In 1882, there were 14,440 OFM 
Friars. (Cf. Lazaro Iriarte, L’Histoire du Franciscanisme, Paris, Cerf, 2001:452-
453) Thus, the total percentage of decline between 1862 and 1889 was 81%! A 
similar fate awaited the Capuchins and Conventuals. In 1773, the Conventuals 
numbered 25,000 but by 1893, there were only 1,481 remaining, a 94% 
decrease. (Iriarte, op. cit., p. 453) The Capuchins, who numbered 34,029 in 
1773 were reduced to 7,628 by 1893, a 78,6% decline. (Iriarte, ibid., p. 453) 

The current census of the Order indicates we are just under 11,000 
solemn professed Friars, which includes those Friars who find themselves in 
vocational crisis. As we move toward the year 2030, the number of solemn 
professed Friars is projected to decline to under 8,000 and by 2050, a possible 
further decline to approximately 4,800. These numbers have been provided 
by the General Treasurer’s Office and represent the results of an analysis of 
current and future demographic trends in the Order. A more complete set of 
projections will be provided during the General Chapter. 

Demographic changes are already making themselves felt as Provinces, 
Custodies, and Foundations deal with reduced capacity with which to construct 
strong fraternities and respond to the demands of missionary evangelization 
in all of its various forms. These changes are already occurring and will only 
increase exponentially. At the same time, Friars find themselves very busy 
trying to keep up with current responsibilities and demands, leaving little 
time or energy to engage in serious reflection and discernment with the aim of 
developing realistic responses for how to respond to these changing realities. 

As I have argued in the previous chapter, it is critical that we do everything 
we can to live in the moment, to root ourselves in the lives of our brothers in 
Fraternity, with co-disciples and co-missionaries in the Church, with all of 
humanity and the environment. However, these efforts to root ourselves in the 
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present context, to assume our responsibility for the care for all peoples and 
for the entire created order, do not preclude our duty to analyze and discern 
in what directions the Spirit of God might be calling us, either as a result of 
being pushed or pulled to move. I will address the factors that are pushing or 
pulling us toward the future, and also the types of resistances that we seem to 
be mounting in order to catch up and understand what is happening to us, 
time to discern and to discuss and plan together. One thing, however, that we 
must not allow is for our fears to direct our actions. As St. Paul reminds us: 
“For in this hope we are saved; but hope that is seen is no hope at all. Who 
hopes for what he can already see?” (Rom. 8:24) Or, as the Dalai Lama once 
said, “I find hope in the darkest of days, and focus in the brightest. I do not 
judge the universe.” Let us suspend our judgements for a moment and focus 
on the invitation to hope.

A. Trends and Implications of Demographic Changes for the Life 
of the Order: 2021-2030

In the Book of Job, we read, “The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; 
blessed be the name of the Lord!” (1:21). The author of this wisdom book 
clearly understood the limitations of the human condition. He also understood 
the impossibility for mere mortals to predict what might happen in their own 
lives, let alone predict how God might act in God’s dealings with all that God 
has created. In the end, the Book of Job expresses a keen awareness of the 
absolute dependence on the part of those created by God, and, at the same 
time, the absolute freedom that God enjoys as Creator. 

Keeping this in mind, I now propose that we examine demographic 
trends occurring in the life of the Order. I realize that numbers can hide as 
much as they reveal. Projections are just that: projections. They depend on 
many changing variables over which we have little control. They also say little 
about the quality of our contemplative fraternities in mission. However, the 
numbers can also reveal the general direction in which we are heading. They 
can serve as an instrument, inviting us to reflect on how best to promote our 
identity as ‘Contemplative Fraternities in Mission’ in the coming five to ten 
years while conducting necessary, even urgent, processes of restructuring 
and revitalization within our lives, our entities, and the mission that has been 
entrusted to us.
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Discrepancies Between our Database and Statistics Published in 
Acta Ordinis (AO)

It is important to keep in mind that the following statistical projections 
are based on several premises. The first premise is that the statistical database 
housed in the General Secretariat of the Curia in Rome is accurate and up-
to-date. This, however, might not actually be the case. The reasons for this are 
multiple. The General Secretariat depends on each of the entities of the Order 
to regularly update their list of Friars, recording and transmitting to the Curia 
any changes taking place and that affect our record of Friars (cases of death, 
departures, etc.) 

A second premise is that the statistics published annually in the AO are 
accurate. Again, this depends on two factors. First, on the correct transfer 
of information from the database to the report found in the AO. And, as in 
the case of the database, the accuracy of our statistics depends on up-to-date 
reporting by each of the entities on the actual situation of the Friars. 

It is worthwhile to keep in mind that there currently exists a slight 
discrepancy of approximately 3.5% between information contained in the 
database and that which is published in AO. One example of this can be found 
in the reported number of solemn professed Friars as of December 2019. In 
the AO, it is reported that this number now stands at 10,530. However, for the 
same period of reporting, the database lists 10,888 as the accurate number. 
Which is correct? We hope to answer this question prior to chapter, once a 
verification process is complete. In the analysis that follows, I will rely on the 
2019 statistics as reported in the AO.

A Decline of Approximately 12.3% in the Number of Solemnly 
Professed Friars Every Ten Years: 1970 - 2019

A careful analysis of the statistics of the Order reveals there has been a 
decline in the overall number of solemnly professed Friars. We know that 
following the Second Vatican Council, a significant number of Friars departed 
from the Order. Let us take a very brief look at the demographic trends from 
1970 to the present. In 1970, there were 25,071 novices, simply professed, and 
solemnly professed Friars. If we remove novices and simply professed, we are 
left with 21,264 solemnly professed Friars. (Cf. AO, An. 89, March-June 1970, 
Fasc. II-III: 109)
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In 1980, the total number of Friars, inclusive of novices, temporary 
professed, and Friars in solemn vows was 21,119. This represents an overall 
reduction of 3,952 or 15.7%. The number of solemnly professed Friars was 
18,205, a decline of 3,059 Friars or over 14% since 1970. (Cf. AO, An. 99, May-
August 1980, Fasc. III-IV: page inserts between 183-185)

By 1990, the total number of novices, simply professed, and solemnly 
professed Friars was 19,038, a reduction of only 6% over the ten-year period. 
The total number of solemnly professed Friars was 16,359, a decline of 10% 
since 1980. (Cf. AO, An. 110, January – April 1991:100)

In 2000, the total number of novices, simply professed, and solemnly 
professed Friars was 16,784, inclusive of novices, simply professed, and 
solemnly professed Friars, a reduction of 2,340 or 12.6%. There were 14,313 
solemnly professed Friars, a decline over the previous ten-year period of 12.5%. 
(Cf. AO, An. 120, January – April 2000:75)

Fast forward to the year 2010, the Order counted in its fraternity 14,247 
novices, temporary professed, and solemnly professed Friars, a decline of 
2,537 or 15%. The total number of solemnly professed Friars was 12,448, or 
1,865 fewer than in the year 2000, a decline of approximately 13%. (Cf. AO, An. 
130, January – April 2010:107)

As of the writing of this Report, there were a total of 12,660 novices, 
simply professed, and solemnly professed Friars in 2019 according to the last 
set of reasonably dependable statistics.  A total of 10,888 are solemnly professed 
Friars, a decline since 2010 of approximately 12.3%. (AO, An. 139, January-
April 2020: 182)

A Need to Catch Our Breath: Projections for Numerical Decline of 
25% 2020-2030

The average percentage decline in the total number of solemnly professed 
Friars every 10 years since 1970 is 12.3%. Some Friars might conclude that 
such a small decline each decade is no cause for alarm. I would caution against 
such optimistic thinking. The General Definitorium has asked the General 
Treasurer, Br. John Puodziunas, to undertake an actuarial study in an effort to 
project into the future where the Order will be, numerically, in the coming 10, 
20, or even 30 years. Preliminary results reveal a potential doubling of the rate 
of decline of the number of Friars in the coming 10 years. (Cf. Appendix 1) The 
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number of solemnly professed Friars currently is somewhere between 10,888 
(AO) and 10,530 (database of the Curia), not including the recent deaths of a 
statistically significant number of Friars due to COVID-19. 

It is estimated that the number of solemnly professed Friars will decline 
to 7,987 by the year 2030, a contraction of over 26%. These same projections 
indicate that the average age of solemnly professed Friars will remain rather 
constant at 61 years. Of the total number of Friars in the Order by the year 
2030, 2,449 (31%) will be over the age of 70. Those in the age group 50-69 will 
be 4,213 (53%). Friars under the age of 50 will number 1,306 (16%).

At the level of Conferences and the Custody of the Holy Land, I share 
with you some important considerations regarding a reduction in the number 
Friars in the coming 10 years. The Conferences are listed, followed by the 
estimated percentage of reduction in the number of Friars between 2020-2030:

• ESC: -47.4% 
• COTAF: -45.4%
• BOLIVARIANA: -39.8%
• CONFRES: -37.7% 
• BRAZIL (CONO SUR): -27.7%
• SOUTH SLAVIC: -24.4% 
• SAAOC: -24.3%
• EAC: -23.2%
• COMPI: -22.8% 
• CUSTODY OF HOLY LAND: -20.2%
• NORTH SLAVIC: -16%
• GUADALUPE: -12.6%
• AFRICA: -3.1%

Following this same trajectory pushed outwards towards the year 2040, the 
Order is projected to experience a further decline, bringing the total number 
of solemnly professed Friars to approximately 6,198 with a median age of 60. 
A more complete report on these projections, and their direct impact on each 
of the Provinces, Custodies, Foundations, and on the Conferences will be 
provided at a later date.
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B. Changing Vocation Patterns

But the Order does have a significant number of new vocations, doesn’t it? 
That is an excellent question that all of us should be asking. It is true that there is 
a large number of vocations in certain regions of the Order. Two regions come 
to mind immediately, Asia and Africa. There continues to be a relatively solid 
number of new vocations in certain parts of Latin America and the Caribbean 
but even there the numbers, generally, are in decline. In Western Europe, the 
numbers remain very low, with some entities of the Order reporting having 
no candidates, postulants, novices, or simply professed Friars. Eastern Europe 
where the Order has experienced for many years a vocation boom now reports 
a significant decline in the number of vocations to the Order. You can well 
imagine the impact this is having in every area of our lives. 

The total number of postulants in 2010 was 582; in 2019, it was 529. Novices 
numbered 386 in 2010 across the OFM world while in 2019, there were 363. 
Temporary professed Friars numbered 1,413 in 2010 while in 2019, we had 
1,409. Again, some Friars might conclude that the general situation is not ‘so 
bad’. Perhaps this is true. But we must dig a bit deeper to understand what 
these numbers mean, the trends that are emerging, and their potential impact 
on the life of the Order as it currently exists at the level of each entity. Let us 
look briefly at each of the regions of the Order to get a better understanding of 
what is actually occurring in the area of vocations. 

• Africa: 2010-2019 - number of postulants grew from 57 to 76, a net gain 
of approximately 25%; number of novices grew from 48 to 70, a net gain 
of 31.5%; number of temporary professed grew from 166 to 271, a gain 
of 38.7%.

• Latin America: 2010-2019 – number of postulants declined from 210 
to 207, a loss of less than 1%; number of novices declined from 123 to 
115, a loss of 7%; number of temporary professed decreased from 474 
to 441, a loss of 7.4%.

• North America: 2010-2019 – number of postulants increased from 20 
to 23, a gain of 13%; number of novices decreased from 15 to 11, a loss 
of 27%; number of temporary professed shrank from 60 to 37, a loss of 
38%.

• Asia and Oceania: 2010-2019 – number of postulants decreased from 
132 to 107, a loss of 18%; number of novices increased from 75 to 91, 
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a net increase of 23%; number of temporary professed increased from 
226 to 264, an increase of 17%.

• Western Europe: 2010-2019 – number of postulants decreased from 81 
to 59, a loss of 27%; number of novices decreased from 55 to 26, a loss 
of 52,7%; number of temporary professed decreased from 226 to 176, 
a loss of 22%.

• Eastern Europe: 2010-2019 – number of postulants decreased from 73 
to 43, a loss of 41%; number of novices decreased from 66 to 38, a loss 
of 42%; number of temporary professed decreased from 234 to 188, a 
loss of 20%.

What is clear is that in most parts of the world, the number of postulants, 
novices, and temporary professed is on the decline. Clearly, this is already 
having an impact on the number of Friars making solemn profession. Fewer 
solemn professions; the reality of Sister Death; a steady number of Friars 
requesting to leave the Order, or who are being dismissed: taken together, 
these help to explain why the Order, numerically, will continue to contract. 

I have already addressed qualitative issues related to our spiritual and 
fraternal lives, and our witness to evangelizing mission inter gentes, all of 
which contribute to the current situation the Order is facing. The quality 
of our prayer, fraternal life, and public witness does have an impact on how 
we are seen by those who might express an interest in pursuing a religious 
vocation. However, not everything can be reduced to how others perceive us, 
to our public ‘attractiveness’. There also are a significant number of external 
factors that are at work. These include but are not limited to:

• Changes in global cultural perceptions about institutional religion, and, 
as a subset, perceptions about religious life;

• Increasing fluidity of concepts of vocational choice and the nature of 
commitment (temporary vs. lifelong engagement);

• Demographic decline in birthrate in many regions of the world resulting 
in fewer children per household, and, by extension, fewer young men 
who might join the Order;

• The fallout from the sexual abuse scandal in the Church; and
• The sense among some younger people that many religious institutes 

and their members fail to sufficiently embrace the radical demands of 
the Gospel.
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C. Making Hard Decisions

I would like to spell out some changes that are coming because of 
the shifting demographic reality of the Order now and in the coming 10 
years. First, as our numbers decrease in many entities of the Order, and as 
the median age of Friars in these ‘aging entities’ increases, it will become 
increasingly difficult for us to maintain current structures, e.g. Provinces, 
Custodies, and even Conferences. A number of Provinces, recognizing this 
reality, have embarked on the long, difficult journey of restructuring. In some 
cases, the results have been the unification of Provinces – Germany, France 
and French-Speaking Belgium, Spain, Canada, Northern Italy, Lazio-Abruzzo. 
Six of the current seven Provinces in the United States are moving towards 
restructuring, which might occur later in 2023. Other Provinces, Custodies, 
and Foundations have increased efforts at inter-entity collaboration, especially 
in areas of ongoing and initial formation. Several former Provinces have, in 
recent years, become dependent Custodies: England, dependent on Ireland; 
Albania dependent on the Minister General; Flemish-speaking Belgium 
dependent on The Netherlands); and Sardinia dependent on the Province of 
Assisi. One autonomous Custody has become a Foundation dependent on the 
Minister General (Papua New Guinea).

A Time to Be Prophetic

In the coming five to ten years, we must recognize that the process of 
restructuring will continue and most likely increase. In the central and 
southern regions of Italy, restructuring of existing Provinces must be taken 
up urgently. As the Provinces decline numerically and experience the aging 
of their members, their ability to guarantee a quality of spiritual and fraternal 
life for the Friars, and a quality of service in missionary evangelization will 
also diminish. This is already being felt by any number of entities in Italy and 
elsewhere. 

The same is true in other parts of Western Europe where current 
Provinces should already begin a process of dialogue with other entities with 
whom there is some natural or charismatic affinity (France, Belgium, the 
Netherlands, Ireland and its dependent Custody in England, to name a but a 
few). Provinces in the central and southern parts of Italy will need to make a 
serious commitment to revitalization and restructuring while they still have 
sufficient vitality. 
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In Eastern Europe, all of the entities must also begin an immediate and 
sustained dialogue about increasing collaboration, especially in the areas of 
ongoing and initial formation. Some entities should also begin to examine 
their viability for the coming five to ten years. This more than likely will lead 
some entities to begin the process of a type of collaboration that could help 
them prepare for the time when they most likely will need to restructure 
and, perhaps unite forces. This also applies to other parts of the world: Latin 
America, Asia and Oceania, and Africa. In the case of the latter two, a question 
of resources, human and material, are prompting such a move towards greater 
collaboration. 

One has only to think about such places as Lusaka, Zambia where three 
Provinces and two Custodies are collaborating in a shared program of initial 
formation. One Province in Poland has expanded its collaboration with 
Capuchins in the country. A small but important number of Conferences 
have succeeded in creating much greater collaboration in initial and ongoing 
formation, including the training of guardians, initial formation programs 
for lay friars, joint solemn profession retreats, and other such activities. These 
might serve as models for the types of inter-Provincial and inter-obediential 
collaboration with Conventuals and Capuchins that might be promoted 
in all parts of the North Slavic and South Slavic Conferences, and in other 
Conferences of the Order. Perhaps the Spirit is speaking to us. Are we prepared 
to listen?

I call your attention to an interesting development regarding inter-
obediential collaboration. Several inter-obediential fraternities have been 
created, bringing together Capuchins, Conventuals, and OFM to share the 
experience of prayer/contemplation, fraternity, and mission. Emmaus, Rieti, 
Assisi (Chiesa Nuova), and The Netherlands are but a few examples of how the 
Franciscan family is beginning to explore new avenues for collaboration and 
living and witnessing together. 

The Future of Conferences?

We also must apply this same logic of restructuring and revitalization to 
the question concerning the future of the Conferences of the Order. Currently, 
there are 13 Conferences, including the Custody of the Holy Land (Ad 
Instar). This represents a reduction of one since the 2015 General Chapter. 
The Conference of Cono Sur (Chile, Argentina, and Paraguay) was integrated 
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into the Conference of Brazil in the last quarter of 2019. Discussion regarding 
the integration of the Conference of CONFRES (Spain and Portugal) into 
the Conference of Italy and Albania (COMPI) are well advanced. This 
integration could take place later in 2021 or early 2022. Ideas have emerged 
regarding a possible restructuring of the ESC whereby the European-based 
entities (Ireland/England, Lithuania, and Malta) could possibly join one of 
the European Conferences (COTAF, COMPI). There also has been occasional 
discussion among some Friars regarding a possible revival of the Region of St. 
Paul, which includes the Custody of the Holy Land, Egypt, Morocco, and Libya 
but nothing of substance has been forthcoming. 

One important question we must also ask with regards to the Conferences 
is how they might more effectively be engaged in deliberations on matters of 
importance for the Order. (Cf. GGSS 147 §2) In our annual meetings with the 
Presidents of the Conferences, we have made efforts to engage the Conferences. 
The visit to all of the Conferences which took place in this six-year period 
by the Minister General and General Definitorium, and the dialogue that 
followed, helped us here in Rome to better understand the distinct realities 
and incredible witness the Friars are giving within each of the Conferences. 

At the level of the Conferences, efforts have been made to promote greater 
collaboration within and between them. However, there also are limits to what 
the Conferences can decide and how they can proceed since the very nature 
of their ‘authority’ is consultative. I applaud efforts by the various Conferences 
to work together in areas of mutual concern, especially in the areas of ongoing 
and initial formation, and the promotion of shared projects in mission inter 
gentes. I remain convinced that such collaboration must continue and increase 
but this will require serious determination and sacrifice on the part of each 
and every entity involved. At the same time, perhaps it is time to rethink 
the entire structure of Conferences. Is there a different model for promoting 
greater collaboration and for assisting the Minister General, the General 
Definitorium, and the Order in its reflections on charism, organizational 
structures, governance, and expanding ways whereby the Order might respond 
more effectively to the demands of the Gospel, the Church, the world, and the 
environment tomorrow?
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Subsidiarity, With a Little Encouragement

While it is clear that the Minister General and the General Definitorium 
have a role to play in encouraging and supporting processes of restructuring 
and revitalization, we do not believe that we should, in the first instance, 
be the catalyzing agent. Rather, following the principle of subsidiarity, and 
respecting the importance of a more decentralized approach to governance 
and animation, we have tried to strike a balance between helping specific 
entities and Conferences to take a long, hard look at their current situation, 
and to engage in a process of discernment in a spirit of faith and trust in God, 
love of the local and universal fraternity, and in a spirit of hope for the future of 
our Franciscan life. Change should not be perceived as an indication of decline 
and death. On the contrary, change should be understood as a vital instrument 
enabling us to become ‘more perfect’. (Cf. John Henry Newman: “To live is 
to change, and to change often is to become more perfect,” in Conscience, 
Consensus, and the Development of Doctrine, Image Books, 1992)

We also need to recover an authentic sense of Franciscan itinerancy. As Br. 
Giacomo reminded us in his Report:

Today, in the global context in which we live, facing urgent needs at 
the apostolic level and in mission ad gentes, there is a risk that our 
structures are no longer adequate. Our mentality and our behavior are 
too ‘local’, too geographical. They need to recover an original flexibility, 
genuineness, and freedom of movement. The Ministers, collectively, 
must open themselves up to the provocations and challenges of our 
world without getting completely engrossed with local concerns, or 
chasing pressing needs to which we risk responding too late. (Rome 
2003, no. 191)

Push and Pull Factors 

I would, however, remind you, my dear brothers, that there are, effectively, 
two forces operative in the dynamic of restructuring and reconfiguring. The 
first is due to the numerical contraction that is taking place in most regions 
of the Order, as I have outlined above in a review of the demographics of 
the Order. I call this the ‘push factor’. As we age; as our energies decrease; 
as the weight of our administrative, formation, and evangelizing structures 
continues to press down upon us: we will feel the push to move, to act, to make 
necessary changes to respond to the changing realities of our entities, indeed, 
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of the entire Order. However, we might not always act with the appropriate 
speed, or formulate the correct response, as Br. Giacomo makes clear. 

There also are factors that are pulling us forward, demanding that 
we initiate changes in order to more effectively witness to contemplation, 
fraternity, and evangelizing mission inter gentes and that we respond to the 
questions of today and tomorrow, and not simply repeat those from the past. 
As I argued earlier, I believe that the pull factors reflect a much larger vision of 
the direction in which we are being invited by God to go, a vision that leads us 
toward an ‘integral fraternal ecology’. 

Reorganizing and Restructuring

I call your attention to a 2011 publication entitled Reorganizing and 
Restructuring: Guidelines by the OFM General Definitory, an instrument 
designed to help all entities of the Order reflect on their current situation. 
Many entities, having undertaken a serious, honest reflection will, I believe, 
recognize their need to enter into greater collaboration with other entities. In 
some cases, what begins as inter-entity collaboration might well end with a 
determination by each party to move towards restructuring and revitalization 
and, possibly, to unification. In the ‘Preface’ of this same document, we are 
urged to engage in a process of discernment that might help us renew the 
quality of our spiritual and fraternal life. As a consequence, this renewal has 
the potential of empowering us to engage in the search for new models for the 
evangelizing mission of the Church. 

We are living through an era of rapid change where the new challenges 
of our society urge us to give new evangelizing answers. Moreover, the 
Friars in many of our Entities are experiencing increasing physical 
and spiritual fatigue because of being overworked. As a result, they are 
unable to find new answers to new evangelizing challenges, making it 
increasingly difficult to concentrate on the essential quality of Gospel life 
centered on the priorities of our way of life… [Thus], there is a growing 
need in most parts of the Order for interprovincial collaboration, 
restructuring of Entities, activities, and, most importantly, of our life 
and evangelizing mission. (RR, p. 3-4)
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In another section of RR, a ‘Fourth Goal’ of reorganizing and restructuring 
is presented. Contained within this ‘Fourth Goal’ are three interconnected 
elements:

1. Promotion of the quality of Gospel life and witness of both the Friars 
and the fraternities;

2. Recognition and embracing of a dynamism to Gospel and Missionary 
life, making way for new youthful energies for new forms of ‘new 
evangelization’ and to relaunch mission ad gentes; and

3. Welcoming challenges and urgencies arising from within human 
history and changes to the natural environment where the Order 
wishes to give greater attention and offer greater resources, human and 
material (Cf. BGG, 2009: 14), in light of ‘the signs of the times and 
places’. (Cf. BGG, 2009: 29)

Restructuring in Regions Where the Order is Growing 

This same document also proposes Guidelines for those entities that are 
experiencing growth, and that, in turn, are giving birth to new entities. (Cf. 
Section 7). Africa represents one such region where we have witnessed the 
birth of a new Province (St. Mary of the Angels in the Democratic Republic 
of Congo), and in Madagascar, a dependent Custody (of St. Francis Province, 
Nairobi), which has initiated a process to become an autonomous Custody.  
It also is true in Asia/Oceania where we have witnessed the birth of the new 
Province in West Papua, in India where the dependent Custody has initiated 
the process of becoming an autonomous Custody (Mumbai), and in the 
Philippines where the autonomous Custody (Cebu) has initiated the process 
for becoming a Province. As the Foundation in Haiti continues to grow, it is 
my hope that it might one day soon become a Custody. 

It is critical that the values presented in the Guidelines for restructuring 
and revitalization be placed at the center of all processes of restructuring, and 
also in all considerations for creating new entities in the Order. Renewal of 
the spiritual, fraternal, and missionary dimensions of our life must be at the 
center of all processes of restructuring. All efforts must be made to avoid the 
temptation to create new entities because of internal divisions within existing 
entities. Reconciliation is the Franciscan response to such a situation; not 
division and separation. What must emerge from all of these efforts is the 
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deepening of vision and commitment to work toward an integral fraternal 
ecology.

We Join the Order of Friars Minor by Way of a Province, Custody, 
or Foundation

In the case of push or pull, numerical decline or numerical increase, we 
must never lose sight of the central, unifying force of our vocation in the life 
of a Friar Minor: our common profession to observe the “life and Rule of the 
Friars Minor…[giving ourselves] to this [universal] fraternity with all [our] 
heart[s]…constantly striving for perfect charity in service of God, of the 
Church and of [human]kind.” (Cf. CCGG, Art. 5 §2) 

The idea of belonging to a universal fraternity has not yet been completely 
integrated into the minds and hearts of all Friars, let alone in the thinking and 
practice of all of the entities of the Order. We need to continue to grow in our 
understanding of the true nature of our profession, our commitment to join 
and accompany the universal fraternity. Clearly, we live day in and day out at 
the local level: Province or Custody or Foundation; local fraternity. However, 
we also must recognize and accept the fuller truth of our profession, that we 
are integrated fully into the universal fraternity of the Order. 

Developing a Glo-Cal Vision

I am convinced, and so are a significant number of other Friars, that 
the degree to which we have integrated a larger or more global vision of our 
Franciscan identity into our lives and into the life of the particular entity 
where we are registered (Province, Custody, or Foundation), to that same 
degree we will discover a willingness to engage in greater inter-entity projects 
of collaboration. This same dynamic of a global and local sense of identity and 
vision, what some theologians call a ‘glo-cal’ vision, might also serve as an 
instrument to help reduce some of the tensions and resistance we encounter 
when the conversation turns to the serious topic of the need to undertake 
restructuring and renewal. (Cf. Robert Schreiter, New Catholicity: Theology 
Between the Global and the Local, Maryknoll, NY, Orbis, 1997:12-14, et al.; 
FT:142, 145) For some, any talk of change is perceived as a threat to identity 
rather than as an opportunity for growth. Like Abraham and Sarah (Cf. Gen. 
12:1-5), who were called to step out in faith without a clear vision and direction 
of where they were going, we too must allow the Spirit to lead us. 



- 148 -

Renewing Our Vision. Embracing Our Future

D. Charting a Course for the Future:

Clearly, the purpose of presenting an up-to-date statistical analysis of the 
demographic reality of the Order today and projections for the coming 10-
30 years has not been to frighten you. Rather, I am convinced that the words 
of Jesus in the Gospel of St. John apply to the current situation in which the 
Order finds itself: “If you remain in my word, you will truly be my disciples, 
and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” (Jn 8:32) 

It is my hope that the truth of where we are and where we are going will 
set us free: free to enter into a serious process of dialogue and discernment; 
free to explore and expand our willingness to engage in inter-entity projects 
of collaboration; and, where necessary, free to move forward with a radical 
restructuring of our current realities for the sake of the Gospel and in respect 
for the dignity of each of the Friars. This process must become part of our 
Franciscan culture, enabling us to become lighter, more flexible, and more 
responsive to the changing needs of our times. We must avoid clinging to what 
might have been true about us in the past, our Provincial or Custodial identity, 
and to strategies that were effective in carrying forward the task of missionary 
evangelization in previous times but that no longer have the same capacity to 
inspire, energize, and transform our lives and the life of the world in which 
we live.

Restructuring our Presences, Beginning with the General Curia and 
Antonianum

What I am about to share with you is the fruit of my own reflections. It 
does not represent a consensus on the part of the General Definitory.  Having 
said that, I do not think that I am alone in my thinking. Currently, the General 
Curia has two major structures in Rome for which it is directly responsible. 
I am, of course, speaking about the locations of the former and the current 
General Curia. The Collegio Sant’Antonio (Antonianum) served as the General 
Curia for more than sixty years, following the destruction of the former Curia 
in Ara Coeli, and the temporary welcome extended by Santi Quaranta in 
Trastevere. The actual building housing the General Curia on Via Santa Maria 
Mediatrice dates to 1950. There is another structure for which the Curia, 
by way of its Foundation Antonianum, is responsible. I am speaking about 
the former orphanage located behind and below the General Curia that was 
converted into the Hotel Cantico in 2011. 
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Each of these structures requires a significant financial commitment to 
cover ordinary and extraordinary expenses for daily operations and ordinary 
and extraordinary maintenance. According to the Office of the General 
Treasurer, delayed maintenance costs for the general curia could cost up to 
2.000.000 Euros, and over 5.000.000 for the Antonianum. A presentation of the 
gains and losses of the Hotel Il Cantico will be given by the General Treasurer 
at the General Chapter. However, we must ask serious questions about whether 
we should make these investments in light of the changing demographics of 
the Order and the call of Pope Francis for us to simplify our lives and be better 
stewards of the goods that have been entrusted to us.

At the time of the completion of construction of the General Curia in 
1950, there were more than 25,000 solemnly professed Friars in the Order. 
I recall visiting the Curia in 1982, a time when there were more than 70 
Friars in the fraternity. By 2009 when Br. Julio Bunader, Vicar General, and 
I took up residence, there were 56 Friars. As of January 2021, there were 
33 Friars. Three times a year, for a period of up to two weeks, the house is 
full: January – formation of new Ministers; May – encounter between the 
General Definitorium and the Presidents of the Conferences; and November 
– formation of General Visitators. There also are meetings of the various 
Commissions of the Order, and other ad hoc meetings requiring additional 
rooms for the hosting of Friars. However, as you might well imagine, most of 
the year, there are many empty guest rooms.

Toward a More Responsible Use of Structures

In raising the question about the use of space in the building where the 
General Curia is currently housed, a second and interconnected one arises: 
“What are we to do with the building which houses the fraternity of St. 
Anthony, which includes the Friar students (Gabriel Allegra), the PUA, and 
other institutional programs?” Of particular concern is the way we are using 
the housing space of the Antonianum, which is approximately 50% unoccupied. 
Are we following the principles of sine proprio, promoting minority and 
simplicity of life, and being guided by an integral fraternal ecological vision of 
our life and mission? What decisions must we make with regard to the use of 
these structures of the Order in Rome in light of the values that are to guides 
our lives? The Curia also is responsible for the former research center building 
and grounds in Grottaferrata, which has been put on the market but, as of 
his writing, has not yet been sold, a former Franciscan ‘convent’ and church 
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in Santa Fiori, and an apartment in Rome, all of which we are attempting to 
dispose of in a responsible manner. 

In light of the changing needs of the Order; in light of the decreasing 
number of Friars; and in the light of an ecological vision of the ethical use of 
space and structures, I have found myself obliged to raise a question no one 
really wants to address: Do we need to keep the General Curia building? Or 
do we have a moral obligation to consider a possible move from the current 
building housing the Curia to either St. Anthony’s (Antonianum) or, perhaps 
to the Hotel Il Cantico? In case you are unaware, the hotel has 73 individual 
rooms, a medium-size conference room, several small conference rooms, a 
large dining hall, parking, and plenty of outdoor space to allow for Friars to 
enjoy the natural surroundings. The Foundation that manages the Hotel also 
has a significant debt to the Curia. One way to eliminate the debt could be for 
the Curia to assume occupancy.

Some might ask: “What do we do with the existing curia located on Via 
Santa Maria Mediatrice?” “What happens to the beautiful chapel?” The obvious 
answer might be that we sell it, or lease it, to another religious or Catholic 
institution. A well-structured process of analysis, collective discernment, and 
extensive dialogue would be necessary before coming to any possible next 
steps or conclusions. 

My intention in raising these questions is to provoke serious discussion 
and discernment about the present and future realities of the Order. It is not 
in any way to show a lack of respect for those who have gone before us, or for 
the great efforts that went into securing funding and building the Curia. At the 
same time, failure to ask these questions would be a sign of disrespect to you, 
my dear brothers. In speaking about possible future uses of the Curia and the 
Antonianum, it is based on the realization that we have been entrusted with a 
tremendous double responsibility. On the one hand, we have been entrusted to 
care for these buildings, contributing to the glory of God, not to the glory of the 
Order. Second, we have received a mandate to live the Gospel life, to care for 
one another and for the planet, our common home, and to act responsibly in 
our use of resources and blessings. It is our Franciscan vision, in tune with the 
proposals of Pope Francis and his approach to integral ecology, that demands 
of us to ask uncomfortable questions and make difficult decisions. 
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Request for Action at the General Chapter

I conclude this reflection on the ethical and Franciscan use of our buildings 
in Rome with a difficult but necessary request. I ask that the 2021 General 
Chapter authorize the next Minister General and General Definitorium 
to create a Commission to undertake a year-long analysis of the future use 
of the two structures, the Antonianum and the General Curia, in order to 
determine what might be the best way forward regarding the future of these 
two structures. During the 2021 General Chapter, I will make the following 
proposals: 

1. That the General Definitorium establish a special ‘Commission’ to 
conduct an assessment of the future needs of the Order with regards 
to the building of the General Curia and of the structure housing the 
fraternities of St. Anthony and Gabriel Allegra;

2. That the Commission give its report and recommendations regarding 
future use of each of the two structures mentioned above (A) to the 
General Definitorium and to the Presidents of the Conferences within 
one year of beginning its work;

3. That the General Definitory, working in strict collaboration with the 
Presidents of the Conferences, and following an analysis of the report 
from the Commission, be authorized by the 2021 General Chapter 
to make decisions regarding the future use and/or possible sale of 
properties mentioned above, including the possible transfer of the 
General Curia. 

4. That a final decision regarding the disposal of one or the other of 
the aforementioned properties, including the possible transfer of the 
General Curia, would take place during an Extraordinary Assembly 
of the Minister General, General Definitorium, and the Presidents of 
the Conferences. All of this, of course, is subject to the approval of the 
Holy See. 

I hope by provoking an Order-wide discussion about the use of the physical 
structures of the General Curia and the Antonianum similar discussions 
might take place within each of the entities of the Order regarding the ethical 
use of existing structures, some or many of which we might no longer need 
to keep. Paraphrasing Nelson Mandela, may we be led by our evangelical 
vision and values and not be thwarted by fear of uncertainty, change, or a 
misunderstanding of the true nature of tradition. 
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Protection of Minors and Vulnerable Adults 

The Order was one of the first religious institutes to propose and publish 
guidelines on how to deal with matters related to the sexual abuse of minors. 
Br. Finian McGinn, former General Definitor, working with a special 
commission, drew up these guidelines that were eventually approved by the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. This same Congregation made 
use of the guidelines, presenting them as a possible model for other religious 
institutes, Conferences of Bishops, and dioceses. A further and updated version 
of these guidelines can be found in the Manual of Procedures for Secretaries of 
the Province, Part VII dealing with ‘Disciplinary Matters’. (Rome 2018) 

Many might recall the time when the issue of sexual abuse was considered 
to be, principally, an issue in English-speaking countries. However, every 
serious study of this issue now reveals how wrong that idea was. Sexual abuse is 
a global issue, a global problem, and a global concern. It is present in all human 
societies, institutions, including religious institutions (Church, religious life) 
and in families. Therefore, all entities of the Order must recognize this fact 
and take serious steps to address the complexity of this issue in a sustained, 
professional, and ethical manner. 

The General Definitory established an OFM Commission for the 
Protection of Minors on November 23, 2019. This Commission includes 
Friars from Ireland, Korea, Kenya, Chile, the United States, and Poland. The 
President of the Commission is a member of the General Definitory. In a letter 
that I wrote to the Presidents of the Conferences in March 2020, I offered the 
following justification for proceeding with the creation of this Commission:

In order to address this phenomenon, which constitutes a real challenge 
to our witness and ministry as Friars Minor in the Church and in 
society, the General Definitory established an OFM Commission 
for the Protection of Minors in November 2019. One of the goals 
of this commission is to map how the Order has responded to this 
issue through the provision of guidelines, codes of conduct, and other 
documentation that provide a framework for ensuring that our friaries, 
parishes, shrines – and everywhere we minister – are places of safety 
for everyone, especially children.

I strongly encourage you to read a special report prepared by Br. Caoimhin 
Ó Laoide and members of this OFM Commission in Appendix 11. You will 
find helpful information regarding steps we might take to ensure the full 
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protection of minors and vulnerable adults. When speaking about its role, the 
Commission lists as one of its goals the education of Friars in matters related 
to sexual abuse and the pain, harm, and lifelong suffering that it causes to 
victims of sexual abuse. 

Communicating the Good News of the Life and Works of the Friars

In his letter to the Christian communities in Rome, St. Paul writes:

But how can they call on him in whom they have not believed? And 
how can they believe in him of whom they have not heard? And how 
can they hear without someone to preach?... How beautiful are the feet 
of those who bring (the) good news! (Rom 10:14-15)

The role of communications is not only about communicating what we as 
Friars are doing around the world. The web offers us the possibility of sharing 
the Good News of the risen Lord Jesus with others. Thus, the communications 
resources at our disposal participate in the evangelizing mission of the Church. 

Having said this, it also is true that the Office of Communications of 
the General Curia is responsible for the diffusion of Franciscan-related 
information, communicating internally to the Friars what is taking place in 
our lives. It also is an instrument for communicating to all other members 
of the Franciscan Family (Conventuals, Capuchins, TOR, OFS, YouFra, etc.). 
This is accomplished by way of instruments for external distribution such as 
the website and social media. The internal communications are transmitted by 
way of the older formats of newsletters, booklets and digital publications. (Cf. 
Appendix 14)

The work of the Office, built on the creative efforts of previous 
communicators, has seen steady growth and improvements during the past 
six years largely due to the utilization of recent technological advancements.  
Thus, the Office will be required to make future investments in technologies 
capable of helping the Order keep up to date with the evolving digital and 
technological revolution.

 We cannot underestimate the importance of technology in the promotion 
of the work of the Order, and the sharing of that work with the Friars, and 
also with the outside world. However, technology will never replace the vital 
importance of the Friars who can help guarantee that our technological uses 
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keep our exchanges fraternal and interpersonal. In addition, effective means for 
providing information to the universal fraternity must be balanced by creating 
formal channels for receiving information from the Friars. We might need to 
consider creating a worldwide network of Franciscan communicators who 
could play a role in the efficient coordination and distribution of information 
within Order, and also at the level of the universal Franciscan Family. Recent 
initiatives to publish joint letters of the Ministers General for important 
common commemorations, and those involving the entire Franciscan family, 
demonstrate a willingness to collaborate. 

I offer a special word of thanks to the two Friars involved in this work: Br. 
Alvin Te, Director; and Br. Cristian Kryvakivskyy, Assistant Director. I also 
thank the many entities of the Order that have responded to the numerous 
invitations on the part of the Office of Communications to communicate the 
good news of the life and activities of the Friars. At the same time, we need to 
encourage greater participation of all entities of the Order in this important 
work since this instrument is meant to serve the worldwide fraternity, not only 
the General Curia. 

E.  Special Areas of Service of the Order, Present and Future:

Custody of the Holy Land

I call your attention to the CCGG, Articles 122-125 regarding the special 
place of the Holy Land in the life of the Order. 

The Friars are to have a special place in their hearts for the Land made 
holy by the earthly light of the Son of God and his poor Mother, Land 
venerated by St. Francis. There, in a special way, they are to be witnesses 
to the Gospel of Jesus Christ and his kingdom of peace. (CCGG, Art. 
122)

The Holy Land is the first mission of the Order and should receive the 
full support of all of the Friars and entities of the Order. All of this is true. 
However, what might be more fruitful to suggest is that every entity of the 
Order commit, where possible, to sending at least one Friar for a minimum of 
four years to serve in the Custody of the Holy Land. All of the precautions about 
how such candidates are selected that I have indicated earlier in this chapter 
should be taken into consideration. Clearly, the purpose of becoming part of 
this vital mission is to live as men who belong to contemplative fraternities in 
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mission. Prayer and fraternity are essential elements in the life of the Friars in 
the Custody, as is a commitment to ongoing formation.

In speaking about the Custody of the Holy Land, I wish to express deep 
gratitude on the part of the Order to the Custos, Br. Francesco Patton, to his 
Custodial Council, to the Friars and staff at the Studium Biblicum Franciscanum 
in Jerusalem, to the formation team, and to all Friars serving in this privileged 
mission of the Order. Thanks, also, to the Custody for the human and 
financial resources it continues to place at the disposition of the Order, and 
for welcoming, accompanying, and financially supporting young Friars in 
temporary profession from a significant number of entities of the Order who 
are studying philosophy and theology. Thanks, also, for the ongoing support 
that the Custody is giving to the Studium Biblicum. I also wish to acknowledge 
the work of the Custody in caring for the Arab Christian communities in the 
regions where the Custody is present, and also for its tremendous work in 
reaching out to the Muslim and Jewish communities in a variety of significant 
ways. 

I invite all of you, my dear brothers, to pray for the people of the regions 
where the Custody is present, especially in Syria and Lebanon. We join with 
you, our brothers, who are accompanying those whose lives have been torn 
apart by unending conflicts and wars. Please know that you are not alone, 
that the people whom you serve are not alone. We, your brothers, accompany 
you spiritually. May God bless you and protect you and may an end to these 
senseless conflicts be soon in coming. And may God also bless your efforts to 
promote harmony, peace, fraternity and social friendship across the different 
religious and cultural frontiers, especially in the promotion of interreligious 
dialogue and collaboration. 

One of the challenges facing many Ministers and Friars of the Order is 
a lack of knowledge about the role and function of the Commissariats of the 
Holy Land. Therefore, I ask all of the Ministers (Provincials and Custodes) to 
study the “Special Statutes of the Commissariats of the Holy Land” approved 
by the General Definitorium. Furthermore, I ask the Ministers to take 
immediate steps to integrate these norms into the particular statutes of their 
respective entities. This will go a long way toward improving the relationship 
between the Custody and the other entities of the Order and will help correct 
situations where limits of competence have not been respected. In addition, I 
ask that entities not add any tax burdens or other costs to the Custody for the 
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use of physical space, or for any other reasons. The Custody is making major 
contributions, spiritually and economically to the universal brotherhood. 

Custody of Morocco

During his visit to Morocco in May 2019, Pope Francis underscored the 
importance of interreligious encounter, dialogue, and work to promote peace 
and reconciliation between people of different faith traditions, care for refugees, 
respect for religious freedom, and the dignity of the religious aspirations of the 
Muslim people of Morocco. This visit underscored one of the central reasons 
why the Order has remained in Morocco over the course of its entire history, 
and also why we must remain in the future. 

On a more practical level, the Friars of the Franciscan Custody in 
Morocco, who currently number 19, are seeking to live the values of what it 
means to be contemplative fraternities in mission. In addition to a serious 
commitment to ongoing formation, the Friars are engaged in a two-pronged 
program of missionary evangelization, one that is devoid of all proselytism. 
First, they continue to engage with members of the Muslim community in the 
promotion of education, computer and adult literacy, and work collaboratively 
with Muslims in providing social and other assistance to those most in need. 
Interreligious dialogue – of life, common interests, culture, and in other 
ways – is alive and well within the Custody. Second, the Friars are directly 
engaged in providing pastoral and social assistance to an increasing number of 
Christians living in Morocco. These numbers continue to increase. Many are 
either students pursuing various educational degrees, or are refugees seeking 
temporary asylum as they prepare to enter Europe. It is amazing to see vibrant 
churches, with large numbers of Christians, worshiping in a predominantly 
Muslim country but a country that is very tolerant and respectful of other 
religions. We also must celebrate our first vocation from the Custody, a man of 
French origin but who has joined the Order by way of the Custody in order to 
respond to the call to live among Muslim believers. 

I wish to encourage Friars of the Order to consider joining the 19 Friars 
who currently are living and working in Morocco. It is not an easy mission. As 
the report of the Custos, Br. Manuel Corullón, reveals, there has been a constant 
turnover of personnel in the Custody for a variety of reasons. (Cf. Appendix 
13) Despite these challenges, this mission reflects the deep commitment of the 
Order to live as brothers among those of the Muslim faith, giving witness to 
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the power of God’s love and mercy, and to the centrality of human fraternity 
and social solidarity. The Order has been living these central values, which 
now find full expression in the most recent encyclical of Pope Francis, Fratelli 
Tutti. I urge more Friars of the Order to consider joining this mission.

Future of Franciscan Shrines in Italy?

I surprised more than one Friar in Italy when, during a fraternal visit to 
several Provinces, I proposed that the Franciscan sanctuaries entrusted to their 
care might benefit by welcoming Friars from other entities to participate in 
their mission. What this suggested was an internationalization of these sacred 
places. Little did I realize just how much of a taboo this idea was! I am sure at 
least one Friar living and working at one of these shrines asked the question:  
“Who does the Minister General think he is by asking such questions of the 
Provinces entrusted with the care of these Franciscan shrines, which reflect 
the deepest of our historical and charismatic connection with the life of St. 
Francis?”

There are two reasons why, I believe, this idea came to me. First, as my 
awareness of the sweeping demographic changes taking place in the Order 
increased, I found myself wondering how the Provinces currently involved 
in our Franciscan shrines might be able to guarantee a quality Franciscan 
presence in the future. However, there was a second and perhaps more 
persuasive reason why this idea has not as of yet been exorcised from my 
thoughts as some Friars might have hoped. 

Several years ago, I was privileged to listen to several younger non-Italian 
Friars who had the opportunity to spend time living, praying, working and/or 
studying in one of the Franciscan shrine fraternities. They related to me their 
generally positive experience of life among the Friars of the host Province. 
They also spoke of their coming to a new, deeper appreciation for the spiritual 
experience of St. Francis, his commitment to prayer, to life with the brothers, 
and to coming close to those suffering from illness, social exclusion, and 
poverty. They also were moved by the sincere openness of pilgrims coming 
to Assisi, La Verna, Greccio, and other historical Franciscan places, and the 
genuine attention and care the Friars showed to them. 

One of the young Friars asked me, “What happens if the Friars in those 
shrines become too ill, too old, or too few to continue in their service?” I 
did not give a response to the young Friar but I must tell you the question 
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continues to provoke reflection. This concern of a young member of the Order 
has led me to speak with some of the Provincials directly concerned. I believe 
these discussions have allowed all of us to reflect on the issue of sustainability, 
and also the place of these shrines not only in the life of a particular entity but 
also in the life of the entire Order, Church, and world. It is my hope that in 
the future, more Friars from different regions of the world might be afforded 
the experience to live, pray, and provide a missionary service to the pilgrims 
who frequent our Franciscan shrines in Italy. Perhaps by increasing these 
exchanges, new ideas and possibilities might emerge. 

Academic and Research Centers and Commissions of the Order

I invite all of you to study the Report prepared by Br. Cesare Vaiani, 
Secretary General of the GSFS, and Bro. Siniša Balajić, Vice Secretary, for the 
General Chapter regarding the situation of academic and research centers and 
various commissions whose task is to care for and disseminate the richness of 
our Franciscan spiritual and intellectual tradition. This report makes clear the 
urgent need for the Order to identify and train Friars who are deeply committed 
to our Gospel way of life, and who possess certain intellectual abilities that 
might be put to the service of promoting our Franciscan intellectual tradition. 

Several years ago, we successfully restructured the Board and Commission 
that oversee the work of Collegio S. Bonaventura, the Archivum Franciscanum 
Historicum, and all other Quaracchi publishing efforts. One of the early and 
positive results has been the increased collaboration among the Friars who 
are members of the Collegio. There also has been a deepening of engagement 
on the part of the members of the Board, each bringing to the Collegio their 
particular expertise. The Collegio has been involved in actively promoting its 
mission and is seeking to identify Franciscan scholars who might help in the 
three priority areas of its work: critical editions; translation and providing 
commentary; and hermeneutics, giving a contemporary voice to important 
ideas and themes contained within the Franciscan spiritual and intellectual 
tradition.  

There also is a need for several young Franciscan scholars to work with 
the Scotus Commission housed at the PUA. This Commission has made an 
invaluable contribution in providing updated critical editions of the works of 
Bl. John Duns Scotus and continues its work on the indexes of major themes 
found therein. Like the Collegio S. Bonaventura, the Scotist Commission 
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will very soon need to engage in a process of review and restructuring. One 
possible way this could proceed would be to integrate it into the Collegio S. 
Bonaventura  while also allowing it to enjoy a certain amount of autonomy. 
We also need to promote new Franciscan scholars to support the work of the 
Order in biblical research, publications and studies, in Jerusalem (Flagellation) 
and also in Hong Kong (Biblicum). We recognize the efforts of the American 
Academy of Franciscan History (USA), the PUA, the International Pontifical 
Marian Academy (PAMI, Rome), the Franciscan Institute (St. Bonaventure, 
New York), the Commission on the Franciscan Intellectual Tradition (CFIT), 
Collegio S. Bonaventura/ Quaracchi, the Scotist Commission, the Franciscan 
Center for Oriental Studies (Cairo), L’Ecole Franciscaine de Paris, the 
Franciscan School of Theology in San Diego, and other centers promoting 
research, publications, and the transmission of the Franciscan intellectual and 
spiritual tradition. I also wish to recognize the important contributions that 
the Institute for Ecumenical Studies (ISE) in Venice, Italy is making in the area 
of ecumenism and interreligious dialogue, especially in light of recent Papal 
encyclicals (LS, FT). May God bless all of these centers.

In order to facilitate the preparation of future Franciscan scholars, the 
General Curia, working through the GSFS, is prepared to help cover some 
of the costs for their studies.  We also have promoted increased collaboration 
with lay experts in related fields and are prepared to provide some financial 
support in this direction. 

On behalf of the Order, I extend a special thanks to all of the Friars, laity, 
religious, and others who are involved in the promotion of our great spiritual 
and intellectual tradition. May God bless you and give you the courage and the 
energy to persevere in these efforts. 

Accompanying OFS/YouFra

The General Spiritual Assistant for the OFS/YouFra is Br. Pedro Zitha. I 
encourage you to read a Report he has submitted and that can be found in 
Appendix 16. He has done an excellent job, working in close collaboration 
with the Conference of General Spiritual Assistants (OFM Conventuals, OFM 
Capuchins, TOR) and with the International Council of the OFS (CIOFS). He 
also has made great efforts to help educate the Friars of our Order serving as 
Spiritual Assistants so that they might better understand their role in helping 
Secular Franciscans and YouFra members to become the key protagonists of 
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their vocation. This has proven to be a challenge since a significant number of 
Friars and OFS continue to rely on older models of animation, many of which 
identified the role of the Friars as protagonists and organizers, leaving little 
space for the local OFS Ministers to fulfil their duties. 

I urge all Friars to take a greater interest in providing encouragement and 
spiritual support to our OFS/YouFra brothers and sisters. May the Friars who 
currently serve as spiritual assistants deepen their awareness of the vocation 
of the OFS/YouFra and encourage them in their role as central protagonists. 
May the Friars also support the central priorities of the OFS, namely, the 
strengthening of a sense of identity, a deepening of the bonds of fraternity, and 
an embrace of the missionary aspects of their lives as OFS/YouFra. 

One of the greatest gifts I have received in these past years in my service as 
Minister and Servant has been the gift of friendship with the Minister General 
of the OFS, Br. Tibor Kauser. He has provided guidance and spiritual and 
moral support to me and to our Order. May God bless you, Br. Tibor, and bless 
all of our brothers and sisters of the OFS/YouFra. 

The ‘Miraculous’ Work of the Postulator General 

I wish to express deep gratitude for the work of our Postulator General, 
Br. Giovan Giuseppe Califano who has worked tirelessly to promote the cause 
leading to beatification of a significant number of deceased Friars of the Order, 
Poor Clare Sisters, Secular Franciscans, and others whom the Church has 
recognized as Blessed, Venerable, or Servants of God.  

In the course of this six-year mandate, the efforts of the Office of the 
General Procurator have contributed to the following causes:

• Canonizations: 5, three of whom are Friars
• Beatifications: 8, including the Blessed Martyrs of Albania, Guatemala, 

India, and El Salvador
• Decrees ‘Super Virtutibus’/Venerable: 23, including 7 Friars
• Diocesan Inquiries, part of the process of recognition as Venerable: 12
• Diocesan Inquiries in process: 8

Currently, Br. Gianni is the only full-time Friar working in this office. 
However, this has allowed him to create a network of Vice-Postulators and 
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other assistants who accompany many of the causes currently in process. 
Please find his Report in Appendix 16. 

Caring for Our Contemplative Poor Clare and Conceptionist Sisters

I am pleased to report that the General Curia, by means of Friars working 
in the Office of Pro Monialibus, supports the care and attention that the Order 
continues to provide to our contemplative Franciscan Sisters, something that 
was near and dear to the heart of St. Francis. In these past six years, great efforts 
have been made to accompany the Poor Sisters of St. Clare (Poor Clares), the 
Conceptionist Sisters, and the Contemplative Nuns of the Third Order of St. 
Francis. 

From 2013 to 2019, the Delegate of the Holy See (Congregation for 
Religious) was Br. Fernando Mendoza. His work included the following seven 
areas: 

1. Provide advice for canonical matters, particularly on how to prepare 
materials to send to the Holy See;

2. Conduct fraternal visits to the Monasteries;
3. Participation in the Meeting of the Federations of Poor Clares, 

Conceptionists, and Contemplative Nuns of the Third Order;
4. Present special cases to the Congregation for Religious on behalf of the 

Monasteries;
5. Promote greater collaboration among the different monasteries within 

and between Federations, with a particular focus promoting requests 
for a sharing of personnel between monasteries where appropriate and 
respectful of the instruction from Pope Francis entitled Vultum Dei 
Quaerere; 

6. Administration of a special economic fund created and supported by 
the Nuns to assist poorer and needier monasteries; and

7. Publication of the review “Comunion y Comunicazione’ (‘Communion 
and Communication’) published in four languages two times a year 
with the goal of promoting greater information sharing between the 
monasteries. 
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There has been a tradition that Minister General address a letter to 
the Poor Ladies of St. Clare and the Conceptionist nuns on their feast day. 
This has been a wonderful way of trying to understand better the priorities, 
changing realities and concerns, and the hopes of our contemplative sisters. 
In my relationship with our dear sisters, every effort has been made to respect 
their distinct charismatic expressions while also seeking to promote affective 
spiritual bonds. I also wish to express my deepest gratitude to the Poor Ladies 
of St. Clare, the Conceptionists, and the Contemplative Nuns of Third Order 
for their spiritual support for me and for all of the Friars of the Order, and also 
for their moral and material support for our Friars, especially in those places 
where social, economic, and political conditions create special problems for 
the Friars. May God bless each of you and keep you strong in His love for 
you, and strong in your love for one another and for us your little brothers. A 
Report by the Delegate, Br. Ignacio Ceja, can be found in Appendix 17.

Franciscans International: Raising the Voice of the Excluded

From well before my election to serve the Order as Vicar General and 
Minister General and Servant, I have been committed to the ministry of 
Franciscans at the United Nations.  Franciscans International (FI), our non-
governmental organization at the UN, is the only formal, common project 
that exists for the entire Franciscan Family.  For more than thirty years, it 
has tirelessly promoted human rights, and has worked diligently to defend 
the impoverished, peace and the planet, values dear to our Franciscan hearts.  
For the past several years, as a member of the Conference of the Franciscan 
Family (CFF), I have served as the liaison to FI.  I am happy to report that 
various OFM brothers have collaborated closely with FI, contributing to its 
mission and also to the process of restructuring that FI underwent to become 
a stronger, more effective instrument carrying the voice of the marginalized 
and excluded to the United Nations and its member states. 

As you are well aware, FI provides a channel to bring the concerns of our 
sisters and brothers at the local level to the awareness of those who work at 
the UN, and supports the activity of these same sisters and brothers at the 
grassroots. During a November 2020 meeting of the International Board of 
FI with the Secretary General of the UN, the Honorable Antόnio Guterres, 
the Secretary expressed his gratitude to the Franciscans and to FI for their 
contribution in the areas of the defence of human rights, promotion of greater 
social equality and inclusion, promotion of peace and reconciliation, and 
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care for the environment. A special thanks to Br. Vitor José Melícias Lopes 
of the Province of the Holy Martyrs of Morocco (Portugal) for arranging this 
meeting. 

The gravity of FI’s work underscores the importance and necessity of 
support for its work. We have provided such support through collective action, 
prayer, and through an annual financial contribution from the General Curia, 
from Provinces and Custodies, and from our fundraising efforts. Our support 
for the work of FI is a clear indication of what the Holy Father asks of us in 
FT. (173-174) I am convinced of FI’s place in our Franciscan life and ministry, 
and invite the Order, and all Friars to be part of such an important endeavor.

F. Creation of a New Franciscan University in Rome: A Proposal 
for Chapter

Pontificia Università Antonianum and the Future Franciscan 
University of Rome

As many of you are aware, great efforts have been made since 2016 to 
promote the creation of a new, unified Franciscan University in Rome. The 
Ministers General of the three branches of the First Order – OFM, OFM 
Conventuals, OFM Capuchins – created a commission to carry forward 
this work. Tremendous energy was spent in preparing a report on the actual 
situation of the various institutes involved – Pontifical University Antonianum 
(OFM), the Seraphicum (Conventuals), and the Institute of Franciscan 
Spirituality (Capuchins). Financial feasibility studies were prepared. An 
analysis related to logistics for the future Franciscan University also was 
presented. A model for the restructuring of the faculties also was prepared. 
There also has been a general expression of sincere goodwill on the part of all 
concerned to carry forward with this project with the hopes of giving birth to 
the new Franciscan University as soon as might be possible. Special thanks 
to our brother Conventuals and Capuchins, their Ministers General, and the 
other Friars who have been involved throughout this long, difficult process. 
Special thanks, also, to Br. Cesare Vaiani who has served as the Chair of the 
Commission working to advance these efforts. 

Two areas of concern have emerged and have, effectively, slowed down 
this process. First, there is the matter of costs that will accrue to each of the 
three parties involved. There are many variables that affect the calculations 
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regarding operating costs for the future university. Working with fiscal experts, 
efforts are underway to get a clearer picture of the true costs that must be 
borne equally among the three parties. 

A second area of concern has been with location. Some feel it would 
be best that the new university be housed at the Seraphicum. Arguments 
regarding suitability of this structure have been presented and evaluated. The 
same holds true for those who argue that the new university should be housed 
at the Antonianum. Again, compelling arguments have been presented and 
discussed. The Ministers General, after careful deliberations, have expressed 
their willingness to launch the new university using both campuses. While 
additional costs will be incurred, it is the feeling that we will need some time 
before coming to a final determination about where the new university should 
be based. 

Before presenting my request, I want to thank all of the Friars (OFM, 
Capuchin, Conventual, TOR), religious women, diocesan priest/professors, 
and laity who provide services as administrators, professors, and all others who 
help create a healthy spiritual and intellectual environment for the pursuit of 
higher studies and the fulfillment of the ‘third mission’ of the PUA, its outreach 
to the human community and the environment. Thanks, also, to the many 
dedicated students who are currently enrolled in one of the programs offered 
by the PUA. I also extend this expression of gratitude to all Friars and others 
who are involved in carrying forward the mission of the Studium Biblicum in 
Jerusalem, the Institute for Ecumenical Studies in Venice, the Istituto Teologico 
de Murcia OFM in Spain. May God bless you in all ways. Special thanks to 
the Rettore Magnifico, Br. Augustin Hernandez for his leadership. I include 
a Report he has prepared on the current state of PUA in Appendix 18. I also 
thank Sr. Mary Malone for her tremendous contribution to the PUA as the 
first woman and woman religious to be named Rettore Magnifico of a Pontifical 
University. 

Request to the General Chapter
There is little doubt that the only way to guarantee a future for the PUA, 

and, for that matter, of the Seraphicum, is for us to unite our efforts and create 
a new Franciscan University in Rome. The Holy Father and the Prefect of the 
Congregation for Catholic Education have expressed their full support for this 
initiative. I ask that General Chapter discuss this matter and vote to officially 
endorse this initiative and to instruct the next Minister General and the 
General Definitorium to energetically pursue its realization.  



EPILOGUE
What we see in Jesus is that the future of the material universe is linked 
to the fulfillment of the community of human beings in whom the 
world has come to consciousness. We are “cooperative co-creators,” 
and our participation lies as the basis of a healing world, a world 
aimed toward the fulfillment of God. We are not called to relate to 
God without a world. To love God, we must also love what God loves. 
We are called to love this created world as God loves it. We are to help 
transform this universe from within by seeing Christ in the heart of 
matter – in all peoples, creatures, elements, stars, and galaxies. Such 
vision requires openness to new relationships, new ideas, abandoning 
messianic expectations, accepting incompleteness as part of life, 
recovering the capacity of wonder, and living in the primacy of love. 
(Ilia Delio, SFO, The Emergent Christ: Exploring the Meaning of Catholic 
in an Evolutionary Universe, Maryknoll, Orbis, 2011, p. 150)

Introduction

The road through this Report of the Minister General to the General 
Chapter has been a rather long and complicated one. The text offers a vision of 
Franciscan life that finds expression in the Book of Genesis and the command 
of God for us to “cultivate the garden.” My reflections have been nurtured by 
some of the tools developed by the Order in recent years to help us clarify our 
evangelical identity and reclaim the prophetic nature of our vocation, including 
the Five Priorities and the 7+1 Values, and the recent focus on Contemplative 
Fraternity in Mission. In addition, I have been heavily influenced by the 
insights of Pope Francis in LS, FT, his preaching, especially his preaching by 
example in which few words are used.  They have been further developed and 
refined by way of a reflection on the actual life of the Friars of the Order, on 
our structures and institutions, and our methodologies for governance and 
animation. Mistakes also are an important teaching instrument. However, we 
tend to focus much attention on failures, neglecting or downplaying the many 
courageous acts Friars undertake to get back up. In a song by Gospel singer 
Donnie McClurkin, we are reminded that “A saint is just a sinner who fell down 
and got up.” Integral fraternal ecology, an act of ‘cultivating and caring for the 
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garden’, is about ‘getting up’, and about helping others and the created universe 
to ‘get up’, to be healed, and to return to a sense of well-being, holiness, shalom.

I was struck by a reflection of a former professor of mine, Br. Zachary 
Hayes, a member of my Province of origin, Sacred Heart in the US. In his 
analysis of St. Bonaventure’s metaphysics, he argues that “God is being but 
being is love; God is substance but substance is relational; God is one but the 
highest unity is the unity of plurality in love.” (Cf. Zachary Hayes, “Meaning 
of Convenientia in the Metaphysics of St. Bonaventure,” in Franciscan Studies 
34, 1974:99; see also Delio, The Emergent Christ, p. 38) “The highest unity is 
the unity of plurality in love.” God, who is love, a love that circulates within 
the Trinity, has destined all of creation to participate in this same fraternity of 
love. Because of love, everything becomes personal and relational. Everything 
is interconnected. It is here where, I believe, a vision of an integral fraternal 
ecology finds its deepest meaning and greatest potential. And it is here where 
the thought and life witness of Francis from Assisi and Francis from Buenos 
Aires converge, something that was recognized by the Friars who participated 
in the PCO in Nairobi in 2018. (Cf. Those Who Have Ears, no. 173-177)

What Is It That We Desire?

I would like to leave you with two questions, which I hope will help stimulate 
serious reflection and provoke discussion and collective discernment in your 
lives, and in the life of the Order. In many ways, these questions have already 
been asked in a variety of ways at different moments in the life of the Order at 
the local, Provincial/Custodial/Foundation levels, in the Conferences, and at 
the 2015 General Chapter and the 2018 PCO. 

1. What four or five central priorities should the entire Order adopt 
for the coming six years (2021-2027) that might help us deepen our 
commitment to be men of contemplation/prayer, of a loving and caring 
fraternity within our houses and entities, and to be missionaries called 
to share what we experience in fraternity with those around us in the 
world and through attentive care for creation? 

2. In light of the demographic and other challenges we now face, and 
that will increase significantly in the very near future, what immediate 
steps do we need to take in order to restructure and revitalize our local 
fraternities, our Provincial/Custodial/ Foundation entities, and the 
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Order itself, steps that will help promote a profound human, spiritual, 
and social transformation? 

I believe we have the capacity to respond to what God is asking of us as 
we move toward the future. The question remains whether we have the desire 
to do so. 

So Much Left Unsaid

I realize that I have not been able to say everything about the many different 
aspects of the life of the Order. In fact, I am sure that I have overlooked some 
things, or have failed to sufficiently describe or celebrate other dimensions that 
might allow us to heal and transform the brokenness of our lives, of the human 
community and of the natural environment. I take comfort in the words found 
in the Epilogue of John’s Gospel: “There are so many other things that Jesus 
did, but if these were to be described individually, I do not think the whole 
world would contain the books that would be written.” (Jn. 21:25)

It Is You Who are the Source of Inspiration, Joy, and Hope  

As I stated in my 2015 Report to the General Chapter:

In the course of these reflections on the current state of the Order, 
I have always had in mind the faces and the lives of each of you. I 
have witnessed at different moments and in different places around 
the Order the hopes and dreams, the joys and sorrows that you have 
shared with me and with the members of the General Definitorium. 
I also have had the graced opportunity to witness the commitment 
of many brothers to strive to overcome these struggles, for the sake 
of the Gospel, the fraternity, the evangelizing missionary vocation to 
which we have been called. I have witnessed the many and creative 
ways you are giving yourselves in love for the sake of our brothers 
and sisters, those held in crushing poverty, those living in social and 
spiritual marginalization, those striving to recover from violence and 
dehumanization and from all forms of dependence, [and those who 
have had to abandon home and country, migrants and refugees, fleeing 
violence, ecological calamity, and seeking security and opportunity]. I 
have witnessed your commitment to participate with others – people 
of good will – in initiatives promoting the transformation and healing 
of the world community and the natural environment. And I have 
witnessed the care many of you have provided, and continue to provide, 
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for our brothers who are aging, who are ill, or who are experiencing 
other forms of personal challenge and brokenness. I give thanks to 
each of you, my dear brothers, who are a great source of inspiration, 
joy, and hope to me, to your brothers and to the world.” (183)

What I wrote in my 2015 report remains equally true today. Thank you 
for your witness to me, to your fellow Friars, to the Church, and to the world! 
Thank you, also, for your openness to whatever God might have in store for 
each of us and for the Order as we step out in faith, “advancing along the paths 
of hope” (Cf. FT 55) and with the conviction that God will never abandon us, 
never abandon the Order. 

 The Future of the Universal Brotherhood

I wish to close with a text from the Final Document of the PCO, Those 
Who Have Ears. I believe this sums up the specific nature of our vocation today 
and tomorrow in Christ and for the life of the world, our common home. 

We have become more profoundly aware of how the Father is calling 
us, Friars Minor, to live and act prophetically in fraternity in today’s 
world. Prophetic living means being a living witness to the love, mercy, 
and goodness of God and a sign of a Church who is mother of all, 
with particular care for the poor, the most fragile, and suffering people, 
and those who are migrants and refugees, forced to flee their countries 
because of the unbearable conditions in which they live. Prophetic 
living and acting also means going beyond our pastoral activities that 
is mere maintenance, and instead committing ourselves to a wider 
evangelization by offering everyone the Lord’s message of salvation 
who died and rose for us… Prophetic life and action means a way of 
life in which all the strengths and abilities that the Lord has given us 
to build the Kingdom of God are spent in its service. (Cf. PCO, Those 
Who Have Ears, Rome 2018, no. 178)

Brothers, what happens next is up to us! Let Us Begin!



APPENDICES
1. Demographic Overview of Order of Friars Minor: Where We Are – 

Where We Might Be Heading: 2010-2040

2. Franciscan Identity: Lay and Cleric Friars in the Order Today  

3. Report of the General Secretariat for Formation and Studies  

4. Fidelity and Perseverance: An Ongoing Reflection  

5. Report of the General Secretariat for Missions and Evangelization  

6. Distribution of Funds Supporting Projects of the Order 

7. Report of the General Secretariat of the Franciscan Missions (GSFM)  

8. Report of the Office of Fundraising and Foundation Fraternitas  

9. Report of the Office of Justice, Peace, and Integrity of Creation

10. Vicariates, Prelatures, Dioceses and Archdiocese Dependent on 
Minister General  

11. Report of International Commission for The Protection of Minors 
and Vulnerable Adults: Preliminary Considerations  

12. Letter of Holy Father to Minister General: Promotion of Interreligious 
Dialogue  

13. Report of Custos of Morocco  

14. Report of the Office of Communications

15. Report of OFM General Spiritual Assistant for OFS/YouFra

16. Report of Office of Postulator General  

17. Report of the Delegate for the Office for Pro Monialibus (Contemplative 
Sisters) 

18. Report of Retore Magnifico of the Pontifical University Antonianum  
(PUA) 











ORDO FRATRUM MINORUM
Via di Santa Maria Mediatrice, 25

00165 Rome, Italy 
www.ofm.org

© 2021

https://www.ofm.org

	ABBREVIATIONS
	PROLOGUE
	Renew, Embrace, Arise
	Awakening to Our Fundamental Goodness
	Integral Fraternal Ecology as the Means for Cultivating the Garden
	From Financial Ruin to the COVID-19 Pandemic
	Learning Anew to Cultivate the Garden
	Introduction
	Structure of the Report
	Chapter 1: The Mandates
	Chapter 2: Animation Strategies 2015-2021
	Chapter 3: Challenges to Living Our Gospel Identity
	Chapter 4: Possible New Directions for the Order
	Epilogue
	On a Personal Note
	 A Special Request


	CHAPTER 1
	Evaluation of the Journey of the Order: 
	General Chapter 2015 Mandates
	Introduction
	Enduring Values of Our Gospel Life Which Have Given Rise to These Mandates
	The Mandates
	A. Our Identity as Friars Minor
	Mandate 1: 


	Equality of Friars and Strengthening Identity of Lay Friars in the Order

	A Reality Check
	Mandate 2: 
	Identity of Franciscan Order as a Mixed Institute

	A Journey of Conversion Within the Order
	Mandate 3: 
	Foster a Culture and Pastoral Care of Vocations, and the Ongoing and Initial Formation of the Universal Fraternity
	Mandate 4: 

	Fostering the Franciscan Intellectual Heritage
	Mandate 5: 

	Promotion of Inter-Provincial, International, and Intercultural  Houses and Formative Experiences
	Mandate 6: 

	Fidelity and Perseverance
	B. Living as Brothers in Mission
	Mandate 7: 


	Hermitages and Houses of Prayer
	Mandate 8: 

	Living as ‘Poor and Minors’, Becoming Signs of Presence and Solidarity in Service to the Poor
	Mandate 12: 

	Promoting New Forms for Living our Missionary Vocation Today
	Mandate 18: 

	Promoting Fraternal Life and Mission at the Provincial,  Custodial, and Local Levels
	C. Economic Realities of the Order Today:
	Mandate 9: 


	Establishment and Work of the International Commission for Economic Affairs (CIRE) (Cf. SSGG 160)
	Mandate 16: 

	Providing Economic Support for the Work of the GSME

	New Approaches to Development and Fundraising
	Mandate 17: 
	Providing Economic Support for the Work of the GSFS
	D. An Integral Ecology for the Order:
	Mandate 10:


	 Increased Attention to Integral Ecology, and the Preparation of a Study Guide
	Mandate 11: 

	Implementation of the Study Guidelines of The Cry of the Earth and the Cries of the Poor in the Fraternities at Local, Provincial, Custodial, and Foundation Levels
	Mandate 19: 

	Integral Ecology at the Level of the Local Fraternity
	E. The Evangelizing Mission of the Order Today:
	Mandate 13: 


	Preparation of Guidelines on Missionary Evangelization
	Mandate 14: 

	Formation for Evangelizing Mission in the Order
	Mandate 15: 

	Providing Support for the Vicariates, Prelatures, Diocese, and Archdiocese Entrusted to the Order

	Vicariates, Prelatures, and Dioceses for which the Order is Responsible:
	Our Work is Only Beginning
	Challenges to Fulfilling the Mandates


	Chapter 2
	Animation of the Life of the Order 2015-2021
	Introduction
	A Brief Word about Integral Fraternal Ecology
	A. Methods for the Animation of the Order, 2015-2021

	Moving to the Peripheries as Brothers and ‘Lesser Ones’
	A New Method for Animating the Life of the Order
	B. Animation Guidelines for 2016-2017

	Breaking of Fraternal Communion
	Forgiveness and Reconciliation among the First Order and TOR
	Capitolo Generalissimo 
	Promoting the Transverse Values of Justice, Peace, and Integrity of Creation
	The Cry of the Poor and the Cry of the Earth
	Greater Action is Required
	Integral Fraternal Ecology as a New Hermeneutic For Franciscan Life and Mission
	‘Opening Up’ in Lockdown
	C. Animation Guidelines for 2018-2019

	Plenary Council of the Order: Listening to the Friars
	Franciscan Identity: Uncertainty in Times of Rapid Globalization
	Inventing a Past That Never Existed
	In Pursuit of a New Ethical Foundation
	No Institution Is Immune
	Engaging Youth 
	Accompanying Youth: Ongoing Efforts Within the Order
	Amazing Things Happen When We Go Out of Ourselves
	Listening to the Experience of Youth in Taizé 
	Learning How to Learn from One Another Along the Way
	Dialogue as a Way of Life
	Dialogue as Vocation: 1219-2019
	Fraternities Dedicated to Encounter and Dialogue
	Dialogue as an Expression of Franciscan Fraternity
	D. Animation Priorities for 2020-2021

	Implications of the CPO on the Life of the Order
	Responding to the Needs of the Human Community and the Natural Environment
	Preparing for the General Chapter
	Generating a Sense of the Interconnectedness of All Living Things


	Chapter 3
	Challenges to Living our Gospel Identity
	Introduction
	A. Prayer, Devotion, and Fraternity

	To Desire the Grace of Prayer Above All Else (St. Bonaventure, LMj 10:1)
	Encountering the Word of God, Personally and in Fraternity
	B. Areas of Challenge and Difficulty

	Haraka, Haraka Haina Baraka
	Individualism, A Tool for Economic Exploitation
	Feelings of Bankruptcy: Emotional, Spiritual, Interpersonal
	The Responsibility of the Guardian and All Members of the Fraternity
	Possible Factors Contributing to Existential Loneliness
	Modeling Franciscan Life With and For One Another
	A Radical Proposal Regarding the Initial Vocation Journey
	Commission or Moderator for the Promotion of the Lay Vocation Within the Order
	New Approaches to Formation of Formators for Ongoing and Initial Formation
	Difficulties in Understanding and Organizing Programs for Initial Formation According to the Spirit of Our Ratio Formationis Francescanae
	All Invited to Study the Ratio Formationis Francescanae
	Increasing Fragility Among the Friars of the Order
	Selecting Authentic Servant-Leadership 
	The Importance of Planning at All Levels: Provincial, Custodial, Foundation and Local
	C. Contemplative, Fraternal, Missionary

	Promoting a Missionary Spirit ‘inter gentes’ Among all of the Friars
	We ‘Are’ Mission
	Nothing is Simply ‘Traditional’
	A Novel Approach for Promoting a Renewal of the Missionary Spirit
	D. Entities Under the Responsibility of the Minister General

	Efforts to Transfer Responsibility for Foundations and Projects from the Curia to Provinces
	Dialogue Project in Turkey
	Ecumenical Dialogue and Care for Latin Catholics in Russia
	The Middle Kingdom
	There is a Time for Everything Under the Heavens
	A Word of Gratitude to Provinces and Custodies Collaborating in These Special Projects
	A Cautionary Note About Discernment in the Selection of Missionaries
	E. Breaking Out of the Silos: Toward an Integrated Approach to Missionary Evangelization 

	Challenges to Identity in ‘Mission Regions’
	Challenges to Entering Into the Local Reality


	Chapter 4
	Guided by Faith or by Fear? It is Ours to Decide
	Introduction: New Directions for the Order 
	A. Trends and Implications of Demographic Changes for the Life of the Order: 2021-2030

	Discrepancies Between our Database and Statistics Published in Acta Ordinis (AO)
	A Decline of Approximately 12.3% in the Number of Solemnly Professed Friars Every Ten Years: 1970 - 2019
	A Need to Catch Our Breath: Projections for Numerical Decline of 25% 2020-2030
	B. Changing Vocation Patterns
	C. Making Hard Decisions


	A Time to Be Prophetic
	The Future of Conferences?
	Subsidiarity, With a Little Encouragement
	Push and Pull Factors 
	Reorganizing and Restructuring
	Restructuring in Regions Where the Order is Growing 
	We Join the Order of Friars Minor by Way of a Province, Custody, or Foundation
	Developing a Glo-Cal Vision
	D. Charting a Course for the Future:

	Restructuring our Presences, Beginning with the General Curia and Antonianum
	Toward a More Responsible Use of Structures
	Request for Action at the General Chapter
	Protection of Minors and Vulnerable Adults 
	Communicating the Good News of the Life and Works of the Friars
	E.  Special Areas of Service of the Order, Present and Future:

	Custody of the Holy Land
	Custody of Morocco
	Future of Franciscan Shrines in Italy?
	Academic and Research Centers and Commissions of the Order
	Accompanying OFS/YouFra
	The ‘Miraculous’ Work of the Postulator General 
	Caring for Our Contemplative Poor Clare and Conceptionist Sisters
	Franciscans International: Raising the Voice of the Excluded
	F. Creation of a New Franciscan University in Rome: A Proposal for Chapter

	Pontificia Università Antonianum and the Future Franciscan University of Rome
	Request to the General Chapter


	Epilogue
	Introduction
	What Is It That We Desire?
	So Much Left Unsaid
	It Is You Who are the Source of Inspiration, Joy, and Hope  
	 The Future of the Universal Brotherhood


	APPENDICES


