Circular Letter no. 15 – I

Rome, 19.04.1984

To all the Brothers of the Order

"Brothers, the Lord... has called us... 

to go out and preach... and to dedicate 

ourselves to prayer and thanksgiving." 

(St.Francis : 3 Companions)

In the letter of the General Definitory indicating the priorities for this sexennium, the first of these priorities was stated as follows:

"Our efforts and sacrifices must be focused foremost on insuring and affirming the human-religious resources of the Order, always careful to recognise the plan of God in each brother.

With this care is attached the responsibilities:

-
A Pastoral Vocation: To make known to the friars around the world the demands of God's love in the life of each human being.

-
Initial and Ongoing Formation: To examine and help fulfill the design of God within us". [Circular n. 2, 1 November 1982, Eng. text p.7]

The question of Vocations is always on my mind and I reflect upon it often before the Lord, and speak of it to the brothers whom I encounter at the various meetings I attend.

You know that this is a vital question for the entire Order as well as for the Church. I am thoroughly convinced that we must accept this responsibility of furthering the charism of St. Francis which the Holy Spirit urges us to keep alive and updated in the Church, and pass it on to others.

Out of respect and justice to our brothers throughout the world, we must let them know about our consecrated life and give them an example because perhaps this is the Heavenly Father's plan for them.

Unfortunately, I have noticed some brothers who totally neglect this fact and offer inconsistant arguments to defend their attitude.

Allow me then to share some reflections and offer some indications which I believe are important.

1. The Lord continues to call

Our brother Paschal Rywalski, in his report to the General Chapter of 1982, stated: "Our novices are in a slow but constant increase; in two years we have reached a total of 320, but how many of them, reaching simple profession, still do not compensate for the deaths and those who leave the Order. The number must double!" [Analecta Ordinis, April-September, 1982, p.200].

The same can be said now: there seems to be, though not the same in every area, a slight increase in vocations, and a strengthening of those called. Thank God that this phenomenon is being experienced by other religious families also. Many encouraging reports arrive. Just to mention a few: among the younger Provinces, Rio Grande do Sul has 25 novices this year; among the older historic Provinces, Westfalia is experiencing an increase with 11 novices; while a slow but definite vocational growth is occuring in the African nations, and our hopes are strengthened for the gifts the Lord is giving us in Thailand and Nigeria.

There has been a greater attention in the Church given to the question of vocations both on the theological as well as pastoral level, offering programs for orientation and reflection. Regarding us directly, I would like to quote another statement made by our brother Paschal Rywalski in his Report to the General Chapter of 1982: "In all the circumscriptions of the Order, where more where less, a greater sense of commitment to promoting, discerning and calling vocations to the Order is evident, so that the Order can better respond to the pastoral needs of the Church and the world". [ib., p.200]

The following reflections I will offer are in no way intended as a new treatment of the subject but only a reminder of the responsibilities we have toward our own vocations and the vocations of others.

2. Theological Dimension of Vocation

God is "He Who calls"(Romans 9,11) and He calls each one to a particular and special role in this life in preparation for life eternal. The great, marvelous and - when truly understood - overwhelming call of God is a call to love. A total love which involves the whole man. Love of Him: theological aspect of vocation; love of our brothers: ecclesial aspect; love for the complete realization of one's self: anthropologic aspect. To be precise then, one should never speak of "having" a vocation but of "being" a vocation.

The pastoral approach regarding vocations is nothing other than to render assistance in recognizing God's call and fulfilling it according to God's plan. Understood in this way, it is not a secondary initiative to be taken but a serious duty, of all those (parents, educators, priests,...) who have responsibility over others: what could be more important and decisive in one's life than to recognise God's will and put it into effect?

With the unequivocal words of our Constitutions, dear brothers, I would like to remind you all of this duty: "All the brothers should work together, earnestly to promote vocations from a desire to carry out God's plan in keeping with our charism" [Constitutions, 15,2; cfr.15,].

This pastoral approach regarding vocations is fully understood in its theological and human dimension considering at least three moments which we can identify as:

-
proclaiming vocation

-
celebrating vocation

-
guiding vocation [cfr. Final Document of the II International Congress for Vocations, ed. Rogate ergo, Rome, 1982. n. 19-24 "Prayer and vocations" correspond to celebrating vocation"; n.25-28 "Word of God and vocations" to " evangelizing (preaching-promoting) vocations"; n.29-61 are dedicated to the influence of the community in vocations and corresponds to "guide to vocations".]

In fact, it is the Word of God which makes the heart of man look to a new life and gives him the capacity to see it already present. Consequently, the first step in recognizing a vocation is its evangelization in the Tight of the Word of God. It is the Lord alone, through His Spirit and His Word, Who can make the heart of man understand the divine call. It is not by chance therefore - as we can see happening all over - that vocations are springing up through an authentic and intense catechesis of the Word of God.

The preaching of the Word of God leads to liturgical celebration: in every liturgical assembly we experience being "called together" by the Lord. The liturgy is then an implicit celebration of vocation. A great number of us - recalling the years of our childhood - rediscover that our vocation has matured through the sacramental celebrations of the Eucharist and Penance and in active participation in our Sunday assemblies.

Finally, preaching the Word and celebrating the Liturgy sets a new life in motion; a new life which is genuinely Christian. Those communities today, inspired by the Council, search for those forms most appropriate to express and present the Gospel message and sacramental life in a manner for the People of God to accept and live. In this way, the community becomes more aware of being a guide for man's journey to God. How often have we noticed during religious professions and priestly ordinations that the faithful, through their active participation, become more aware of this reality.

This train of thought, valid for any vocation, is even more so for the particular vocations to the religious life and priesthood.

Let's examine the individual points.

3. Proclaiming Vocations


In the story of every vocation, there is a first step, a privileged moment, which is the "proclamation of vocations". This first step is even more important in today's society when we are experiencing a profound cultural crisis characterized by a powerful process of secularization ever more present and evident. It is in this secularized society that the Christian community realizes the growing need to take hold of itself and reaffirm the essential dimensions of its existence, drawing from its source: the Word of God. In this setting, our vocation approach must give precedence to the first step: that of proclaiming vocation: to present and propose a life!

Here we are dealing with "assisting young men to discover God's plan for their lives and deepening within them their baptismal commitment, promoting their apostolic spirit and inviting them to follow Jesus".[IV CPO, n.58]

Brothers, allow me to explain myself more clearly on this point.

There certainly is no proclamation of vocations with certain simplistic and hasty methods such as the naive invitation: Why don't you become a priest, religious, missionary...?", perhaps obtaining the opposite effect desired. Much less scan we expect positive results when we present little conviction in our own vocation or a false concept of God's call, as though God does not normally use human instruments in accomplishing his designs. We have to admit that at times we are lacking in this sensitivity. Last summer I listened to one of our young brother priests who spoke enthusiatically of his pastoral activity. He told me: "Just imagine; for the past few years I have been meeting from 400 to 600 young people each week; how they accept me!" I asked him: "How many of them have entered the religious life?'! Our brother said nothing; and his silence saddened me. He had never spoken of the question of vocations with them. I told him that this was truly unfortunate, a betrayal and not a service to the youth.

The offer must be made always and with all seriousness. And seriousness here means three things: clarity, freedom, witness.

Vocation Presentation must be clear. Why not speak to the youth - often confused and lost because of the many voices which are surely not always positive, to say the least - that God loves them, and that there is the possibility of a total and exclusive love for God and all men? Why not tell parents this as well, since they at times, no less than their children, are also confused? This does not lack respect for anyone. In fact, it is a service we render to the youth and the Church; it is, as the document of the IV CPO states: "a service carried out with the individual's charism and the good of the Church in view", which means the good of the entire world.

So that this can be genuine the proposal must be made in total freedom.

First of all, we must be totally free: it is necessary to be guided solely for the good of the individual, the ecclesial community and the glory of God, and not for secondary ends: "Vocational guidance should not be motivated by the will for survival or the necessity for keeping certain structures alive, but only by the desire to activate God's plan by means of our charism".[ib. ,n. 59]

Freedom in the proposal means especially freedom in the "call", as we are explicitly told in our Constitutions: "To this call everyone must respond freely and lovingly, so that the dignity of the human person may be harmonized with the will of God."[Constitutions, 14,2]. It is clear that freedom does not refer only to the lack of force but also a respect for convictions, stages of growth, character, etc.

Finally, in order that the proposal be genuine and credible, as well as possible, a witness of one's life is necessary by the one who has already accepted this design of God. The Gospel, Documents of the Church and Order, human logic are fully in accord on this point. The "come and see" of the Gospel (cfr. John 1, 38-39), has lost none of its importance and strength in today's world, where people do not believe in mere words but expect to see facts…

This witness implies not only a general good will but a commitment which is serious, firm, constant in "conversion" at all levels: spiritual, human, cultural: “In order that we may give a clear witness to this way of life we must engage in a continual process of renewal" [Constitutions, 15,1]. Or could it be because we are aware of our own lack in offering the youth a worthy example - fully human and fully Christian - that we are afraid, hesitant, uncertain... when it comes to this most important duty: to offer the youth a higher level of spiritual life?

4. Celebrate Vocation

A vocation is celebrated when we feel "called together", and have a common awareness of the same vocation. This awareness is expressed in the common celebration of the love of God and the brothers - in prayer, particularly liturgical prayer, and especially the Eucharist.

In other words: Vocation - normally speaking - is born in the Christian community. This is the reason why wherever there are families who live the life of the Church with instensity, or ecclesial communities who live totally dedicated to the life which flows from the Word of God and the Sacraments, there vocations arise. Both religious and priestly vocations are always centered in the church community. Do you think that it is only a coincidence that the greater part of the vocations to our Order have come from the families of Third Order Franciscans or from the sphere of Franciscan or Church Youth movements?

We can note two practical demands resulting from all of this.

First of all, our fraternities must be - or become - centers of spirituality. By "spirituality" I mean prayer in its vast and profound sense: knowledge, meditation and proclamation of the Word: of God; intense sacramental life celebrated in common; daily, fraternal, lived celebration of the Eucharist; place where one lives that silence which is praise and communion. We can never hope to "have vocations" if we - do not "live vocation" and, if we had them, it would be a betrayal for ourselves and others. Recently Our Holy Father said to us: "If these last years have brought you to a more intense and dispersive apostolic activity, it is time to review your choices; give more time and heart and mind to God, teach with your brothers in your lives that God has the holy right to man's existence and that he cannot be left in the last place of the house, at the last moment of the day. The search for intimacy with Him must be your tireless duty every day". [Talk of the Holy Father to the Italian Capuchin Provincials, Osservatore Romano, (Italian edition) Friday 2 March 1984, p.5]

This spiritual life must then overflow around us - even in an organized manner - creating centers for the faithful to be formed in the Christian and Franciscan life. Our IV CPO reminds us: "The Secular Franciscan Order, which shares with us the spirit of Francis, and the spiritual youth movements, should receive assistance, ..." [IV CPO, n. 58] and recommends the care of "environments that are spiritually close to us, such as Franciscan Youth and in the parishes in which we minister". [ib., n.60] 

What a joy it would be for people to see the community living as a family of God! This is what we are called to do in every one of our fraternities. Our work for vocations would be more convincing and fruitful.

I see brothers, that this talk has gone on too long; we will stop here. In the next letter we will talk about another point I consider important: vocational guidance.


Now I would like to emphasize two things.

First: Promoting vocations must truly be carried out in the entire area of one's own circumscription. There are certain areas of the Order where it is humanly impossible to cover the vast territories of the circumscriptions. In the greater number of cases however, it is possible to develop a pastoral program for vocations in the area of the religious province.

It is not infrequent to find certain provinces which have a number of houses -in a small geographical area which is perhaps rich with other religious communities, as well and who, impeded by history, tradition or something else, do not have the evangelical courage to be decisive and more ecclesial. I see this as a serious injustice to the People of God and the goodness of God Who gives rise everywhere to the desire for the consecrated life. Often, beyond the theological and ecclesial aspect, we are lacking in human foresight and courage.

The other important point is that everyone of our circumscriptions must accept this responsibility by animating all the fraternities: "...all the brothers, especially the ministers and the individual fraternities, should assiduously learn to recognize and foster genuine vocations..." [Constitutions, 15,3] Every circumscription must provide for the establishment of a well prepared group dedicated to promoting vocations and to one or more houses of hospitality for young men, according to the mentality and sensitivity of the local people and the particular churches. I ask the major superiors not to rest until they have fulfilled this objective. My brother superiors, do not be concerned about criticisms, nor listen to pleading, do not give in to pressures take the personnel you have available and believe capable from other ministries and assign them to this one. We are witnessing some provinces weakening and some moving toward extinction because they refuse to be courageous in this area.

Don't you realize what it means for the People of God to have a group of friars who announce this message: consecrate yourself to God and His Kingdom?!

Looking forward to continuing this discourse, I renew my best wishes for a Happy Easter in the words of the Risen Jesus: "Do not fear: go out, preach!" (Mark 28,10).

Fraternally,

Br. Flavio Roberto Carraro 

Minister General, O.F.M. Cap.

Rome, 19 April 1984

Holy Thursday

