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A few months ago, the General of the Capuchin Order, Mauro Johri, sent out a circular letter to all the brothers of the Order on the urgent need for ongoing formation. As I read the letter, I noticed many parallels, between what he was writing about concerning the First Order, and the Third Order, the Secular Franciscan Order. Two years before, the General had sent out a Circular Letter concerning Initial Formation, in which he mentioned how initial formation was not just the conveying of mere words, but the developing of an attitude within the candidate, which would permeate everything they do for the rest of their lives as Franciscans. So formation can become just the imparting of information, but formation must be more. It must be a transformation of values and attitudes and these values become a compass guiding every choice and action. 

The General mentioned the importance of those who are called specifically to be formators, or teachers, and he said there is no such thing as a neutral stance in so far as a person being a formator. That person, or persons, are either formators or deformators. But the General quickly went on to the fact that we are all formators to one another. Sometimes in a fraternity, we consider that one person has the responsibility to be the formator, whether in initial formation or ongoing formation, and the responsibility falls to that one person. But we are all gifts to one another and we are all formators to one another. If we realize that formation is not just conveying information, but is also the developing of an attitude, then we realize that formation is something for which we are all responsible. 

We are always in formation, no one is perfect. We are always learning and we learn from each other, not just from books, not just from a talk, but also in the sharing with each other, and the example we give each other. 

The topic of formation is huge, and at each level of the Secular Franciscan Order, whether international, national, regional or local, the councils at each level are concerned with formation, and strive to provide material for formation. I also think that if there is one area where the Order and our Region, have grown in a positive way, maybe not in numbers, it is in the area of formation. But once again, it is not the material, but the sharing and example we give to one another that is important.

Recently, at a fraternity gathering, when continued formation was conducted, it was decided to provide readings from the formation program offered on the Internet from CIOFS in Rome. I thought the material in this particular lesson was heavy, based on the writings of Pope Paul VI. But it wasn’t until we began to share on the readings that the lesson became real, concrete, and we were able to see how the theory became practical in the lives of the seculars. 

Continual formation of all the members is essential, because we change, grow and develop as we live our lives. We go through stages. We sometimes tire. We grow older and sometimes lose our initial enthusiasm. The General’s Circular Letter was subtitled, “Get up and walk.” We might have been going through a period of spiritual dryness. We might have been thrown from our horse, as was St. Paul, and been called to pursue a different course. We might have lost our bearings. My awareness of God’s presence in my life might be different today from when I first went through initial formation. We have to get up once again, and walk.

Also, just completing initial formation, making a permanent commitment, or reciting a monthly pledge is not enough. It is not enough just to believe. In the Gospels, Luke says of Elizabeth and Zechariah that “both were worthy in the sight of God and scrupulously observed all the commandments and observances of the Lord.” But when the angel announces to Zechariah that their prayer has been heard and that they will have a son, Zechariah has doubts. And the angel tells him he would be unable to speak until these things had come to pass, “since you have not believed my words.” We cannot take for granted that we believe just because we have embraced the Franciscan way of life. The primary purpose of ongoing formation must be bringing us back to the right way or having us take, again and again, a decisive step forward in our lifelong commitment. There is no standing still in our spiritual life or in our life as Franciscans. We are either moving forward or we are falling back. And continual on going formation, whether from a book or a talk, or especially from the example, the witness, and the sharing, we receive from one another, urges us on to live our commitment. 

Another area the General spoke of, which could also be applied to the Secular Franciscan, is the importance of updating, renewal, sabbaticals, retreats and programs which can help us in our ongoing formation. We have many opportunities for such growth in the region or offered by the local fraternity: the annual assembly or chapter meetings, annual retreats, days of recollection offered by individual fraternities or the Region, FLIC, Quinquennial Congresses, and yes, even picnics, where we interact with other Secular Franciscans and receive the example and witness of their lives. Making use of the availability of so many books, videos and films, DVDs, and cassettes can also help. But nothing is as valuable as the living witness we give to each through our sharing in coming together as members of an order with a common purpose and commitment, sharing our ideals and their practical application. 

Besides contributing to the growth of individuals, ongoing formation should also benefit the growth of the entire fraternity. This is brought about by developing a sense of common mission. Today, especially, many Secular Franciscans are involved in so many apostolates and ministries within the Church and their parish. Just as in many friaries, individual friars are engaged in many different ministries, but live together and come together in the late afternoon or evening, to pray together and to share their day’s activities. So also Seculars come together, at least monthly, and pray together and share their ministries, supporting each other. No matter what we do outside the fraternity gathering, we are bearers of the Franciscan message, we have our particular way of doing things and we bring the Franciscan charism to our activities, whether it is a spirit of humility, simplicity, peace, joy or penance. For this to happen we need to talk to one another more, and so the local fraternity gathering must be a place of dialogue and planning how to achieve our shared goals and make us ready to face new challenges together.

Finally, spiritual growth requires each of us to keep moving. We must be ready because we do not know at what hour the Lord will pass by and call us. Without a deep sense of openness and inner mobility, we will hardly notice that there is someone knocking at our door, asking to come in and share a meal with us. Considering that His ways are not always our ways and our thoughts are not His, it would be unforgivable to remain with an attitude of inner immobility. We cannot remain closed in on ourselves. Ongoing formation keeps us open to God speaking to us through one another. We see and hear one another, we are open to what God is saying and showing us through them. 

Ongoing formation is life-changing. Conversion and the call does not just happen once, but it continues throughout our life, and so does formation continue and it too, is ongoing. 

