Circular Letter no. 15 – II
Lecaroz, 26.04.1984

GENERAL MINISTER'S MESSAGE

Brothers,

This is a continuation of my letter concerning you pastoral ministry for vocation, which I began with my circular n. 15 -I, 19 April 1984.

5. Vocational Guidance

If it is necessary in our secularized world to preach and celebrate vocations, there is no less important need to guide - that is to form and let grow - vocations.

This need is rooted in the human reality itself; in fact, in the person himself. The person is a dynamic reality who is in constant movement and development; it would be a grave error to consider a vocation as something totally given at the very beginning. On the contrary, it is “a vital reality which progressively presents itself through an intimate dialogue between the Lord who never ceases to call and the faithful who never cease to respond in the measure according to which he personalizes his encounter with God and matures his conscience to the needs of his brothers” [CEI, La preparazione al sacerdozio ministeriale: orientamenti e norme, Roma 1972, p. 334].

This need for guidance becomes even more urgent since the psychology of contemporary youth is - as you know - so problematic, finding itself in an environment surrounded by very poor points of reference. Therefore its development is subject to so many uncertainties. 

The Order has become very sensitive to this problem. The Order examined it closely during CPO IV and later gave directions in the definitive text of the Constitutions.

The Holy Spirit is the true Guide for the maturing vacation. We read it in CPO IV: “The chief Agent in the formation process is the Holy Spirit, present and life-giving, within the formation personnel and those being formed. The initiative is His. It is He who calls, who inspires, who conforms us to the image of the Son and consecrates us to the Father. It is for the candidate to respond, complying with His 'holy operation'” [IV CPO, n. 78].

But the Holy Spirit ordinarily works through people and especially those persons “who gather in His Name” (Matthew 18, 19-20), that is, in fraternity. We are aware of the importance our Constitutions give to fraternity: it is the marrow, the center to which everything converges and form which all derives. Rightly, it is the love desired by Christ. The Holy Father exhorted us “to deepen that treasure which is fraternal life to which - he says - you have been called. This value of fraternity which was so alive and true in the Saint of Assisi, has been considered by people of all times a sublime ideal of human and common perfection”. The Holy Father continues saying - “It is your special task to propose it with conviction in actions before words, it your everyday life patiently living together in prayer and work” [JOHN PAUL II, Ai Provinciali Cappuccini Italiani, in l'Osservatore Romano, 2 marzo 1984, p. 5 (italian edition)].

I would like to remind you of the three aspects of fraternity as guides for vocations. 

First of all it not possible - ordinarily - to form vocations if the fraternity is not in the condition to do so. An individual - spiritual director for example - can give guidance for a period of time, but what will be manifest decisively, usually, is the level of the spiritual life and Gospel intensity of the group who attracts and models the person. 

Furthermore, it is necessary that fraternities exist which are specifically established for formation. However, we cannot forget – as I already mentioned – that the witness of our life is a best form of evangelization for the vocation itself. This is why CPO IV affirms: “Every fraternity achieves its identity to the extent that it consciously assumes its formative role” [IV CPO, n. 80].

This brings us to another aspect: the atmosphere that one breathes in a Province will determine the formation of the youth. Formation fraternities believed to be isolated compartments have always been an illusion. It is even more so today. “In order that the individual fraternities can effectively acknowledge this role, they should draw inspiration, stimulus and encouragement from the prime fraternity: the Province. The degree of fidelity, conviction and realism of the provincial fraternity has immediate repercussion upon the security and vitality of every brother, as well as on the effectiveness of the work of teaching in the formation centers” [IV CPO, n. 80; cf. Constitutions n. 23/5].

Aside from the obvious notes which I could list concerning discernment and vocational guidance, I must highlight certain points which I believe very timely. 

a. Searching out the deep motivations for the vocation

It is necessary for the formators to assist the candidates to clarify for themselves the deeper motives - human and supernatural - which have urged them to embrace our life style. This is an aspect of that “discernment of spirits” which rightly is given so much importance in the spiritual life. It happens that some young men begin full of enthusiasm and fervour and “leave”, fulfilling in themselves what Jesus says of the seed which fell on the rocky ground (cfr. Matthew 13, 20). What happened? May be nothing in particular:  may be the “vocation was nothing more than a superficial coating hiding the lack of a deep motivation and which no one was able to discern. It was necessary to see clearly beforehand. 

On the other hand, there are circumstances which we call “human” (but is it right to minimize excessively what pertains to God's plan?), such as family environment, society, culture..., which can work together to form authentic and solid vocation. In some regions the religious or priestly state is considered to be an advantage for society. This takes nothing from the purity of the vocation, when the reasons or circumstances of the choice are based on a true evangelical spiritual life. Did not the Apostles follow Jesus also because they wished (and not only James and John) to sit at His right and left in the Kingdom of Israel? (cf. Mark 10, 37). And yet, in time, they shed their blood of Him and became the “columns and foundation” of the Church. 

b. Verify the firmness and will of giving one's self

This is an extremely important point, and I would not want to be misunderstood. Within the last ten years we have seen a revolution in the psycho-pedagogical field, which has had decisive effects even on our methods of formation: greater freedom to be and express one's self, appreciation and respect for the person and his initiatives (those being formed “are the principal agents and the persons responsible for their own growth” [Constitutions n. 23/2; 40/1], active and responsible obedience, and so on. All that is positive in these methods must not only be accepted but must also be effectively implemented in our formation programs. However, we must admit that although the principles are good, the concrete applications of them has not always been good: often it was believed - at least in practice - that to educate it was enough to “leave alone”, “let them be” … giving way to permissiveness which, at times, “formed” young men weak in character and uncertain of the road to follow. Spontaneity was confused with unguided freedom and it was thought that problems could be resolved by avoiding them. 

The following of Christ is both beautiful and serious. We must confront ourselves and allow ourselves to be confronted with commitments rooted in the depths of our souls. Our will and availability to give of ourselves must be tested. This is what the youth of today are asking: to be challenged by a great ideal. A great ideal costs and this cost must be tried from the first years of the calling. The “permission” must always be accompanied by “verification”. 

c. Pre-novitiate and Post-novitiate

Normally speaking, we cannot be satisfied with the brief postulancy period limited to a preparation and an approximate and superficial encounter. Experience has proven in these last years what the Constitutions offer as a concrete program [cf. Constitutions n. 28/1-2]. The majority of the young men who come to us are products of a secularized environment and often they have had no regular and serious Christian formation, and even less religious and Franciscan formation. 

This gives greater reason then to consider these reflections concerning the Post-novitiate period. As you know, this problem was discussed at length during CPO IV, which proposed two solutions [cf. IV CPO, n. 69; cf. Constitutions n. 30]. Religious and Franciscan-Capuchin formation, both theoretical and practical, must not be absorbed by study programs, even theological studies. We should not be too hasty in beginning the institutional studies of theology for those who are considered called to the priesthood: one year of Novitiate is brief and the youth of today - bombarded by so much news and so many impressions - struggle to achieve a synthesis of their own personality.

Concerning the time given for their initial formation, we must also, say - certainly with a great hope in the future, but with as much sadness in the present - that the same formation criteria are not employed for the religious directed towards the priesthood and the religious brothers. Generally, these lack a serious and detailed program, and time available. And, since there are no definite and clear programs and schedules, the young religious are employed in many small services around the fraternity, to take care of unexpected events, in inconvenient tasks, substitution of others, and the like. This is not only a lack of justice but also foresight and fraternity. 

d. More attentive reflection should be made concerning the theme of young-adult vocations, which constitute a large number of our candidates.

On this point I would like to offer a brief note from experience.

Those young men are more solid and sure who, having heard the call of God as children, enter later because external causes kept them from entering a seminary at an earlier age. 

Those who pose a greater problem are those who, having begun their twenties, say that have heard, for the first time, the call. It is well to help them understand what God wills for them and their lives so that they do not mistake a crisis in their life, which has little or nothing to do with vocation, as a call from God. 

Evidently, I do not intend putting anyone aside. I want to help the candidate discern himself and understand his own profound reasons and not expose him to dramatic failures. This can happen when such a situation is prolonged without clarity.

e. The principal means in guiding vocations is spiritual direction 

The personalizing and concretizing of all the psychological and pedagogical criteria and principles with that added fullness of experience and human wealth can come about only through a spiritual relationship, which is intimate and open, between two persons. There is no saint to be found – beginning with Saint Francis – who did not have an experienced and able spiritual father. CPO IV states: “In this connection (formation), we underline the importance… of spiritual direction, which helps one hear, discern and fulfil God's will...” [IV CPO, n. 78]. What the Holy Father laments concerning Confession has also happened to spiritual direction: “There is a crisis also because priests themselves have abandoned this charism and 'the confessors do not know how to confess well'” [John Paul II, Ivi].

This precious ministry of spiritual direction must be strengthened and we must dedicate ourselves better to the intimate guidance of souls. This is in accord with vocational promotion, which means - and I repeat - discovering together the will of God and His plan in life and searching the right ways to fulfil it.

This is certain: Good vocations will flourish and persevere when good spiritual direction is given. I am speaking to you, by brothers, who are apostles of the youth and of the confessional, and you who are formators, and you brothers who encounter, for a thousand reasons, the people, and you who enter homes and speak with families: through your voice and through your heart the Heavenly Father can be heard.

6. “Which” Vocation?

From all that I have written thus far, you can see that the vocations ministry questions our life in its entirety: structures, apostolate and work, fraternal life, prayer, and finally our relationship with God. It questions our vocation. Therefore, the ministry of vacations cannot be the exclusive reserve of the few; it cannot exclude the rest of the brothers. 

A last question we should ask is: which vocation do we propose as Capuchin Franciscans?

I see two aspects to this question. First, I see the invitation to reflect on one's life, on the presence of God in one's life, on the attention and importance the person questioned gives to God's love for him. The second aspect is the presentation as proposal-invitation of our type of life. 

The Church reminds us with clarity that we must search for and live the charism of the Founder (cf. PC n.2; Code Canon Law, can. 578,587,598...). This too is the explicit direction of the Order, repeatedly expressed both in the normative documents of our Order (cf. Const., 4-6; 25/5; 29/2 etc.) and in the pastoral documents of the Superiors. 

It is also a reality of which the Order has become conscious in preaching, celebrating and guiding vocations. 

Nevertheless, there are still areas of harmful resistance regarding a vocational pastoral ministry and the spiritual wealth of our life itself. 

It is thought or one “hears” that the fullness of religious life is found in the priesthood and that without the ministerial apostolate it is not known what to do. 

This is certainly not the moment to enter into details on an argument which requires a more profound study. This is what I what to underline, brothers: as can be seen from the History of the Order, beginning with Saint Francis and continuing through the numerous examples of so many of our saintly brothers, the richness of our consecrated life, in itself, as well as of our Franciscan charism, understood and lived, is such that the life of a person is abundantly fulfilled. 

When we present our life in the fullness of our Franciscan charism, vocations will increase. Why? Because Saint Francis is a timely figure with a powerful attraction towards the younger generation today. 

Our challenge is to live and witness the charism of Saint Francis, humbly conscious of our limitation, but full of enthusiasm and love of life that is worth living. 

Finally, instead of underestimating the priesthood it will become nobler because it will be lived in a consecrated life according to the Capuchin-Franciscan charism. This is repeated often in our Constitutions (cf. Const., n. 145/1).

Let us study, propose and live authentically our vocation. We will be fulfilling the will of the Church and Saint Francis, rendering a unique service to the Order and to souls, realizing in this way the plan of God. 

7. Concrete Duties

I am coming to the conclusion of these reflections brothers by proposing some concrete responsibilities in the vocational field. I am certain that I will repeat certain points, but this is necessary, given the importance of the issue. 

a. “Concern for vocations arises especially from the brothers' awareness that they give and offer others a way of life that is very rich in human and gospel qualities” (Const., n. 15/1).

Those who should feel obliged to promote vocations are: Provinces, Vice-provinces (cf. Const., n. 132/1-2), Custodies, single fraternities and every brother of the Order.

b. All other works, commitments and interests are subordinate and oriented toward this. It is a sacrifice which the Major Superiors, as well as those brothers whom they call, must be willing to make – and to make with joy – looking toward the future of the Order and the Church.

c. It is necessary that each circumscription form a group of convinced friars who are humanly and spiritually gifted for vocation animation work. This is not intended to relieve us of our individual responsibility (which is not “transferable”). Rather, they must animate and coordinate, with opportune initiatives, the vocation activity of all. I repeat this because:

If we are able to offer a credible message to the youth who live the impetuous and joyous richness of their age;

If we are able to instil in the depths of their hearts the plan for an evangelical life, in our Franciscan style;

If we do all this, NOT for a secret need to survive, but because we are convinced that the Love of God has right over the life of man; because we believe in love that Jesus Christ merits this and much more. 

Then we will have rendered a great and extraordinary service to our brothers and to the Church.

d. As far as possible, we must strive to structure our communities in such a way that they be “fraternities”, capable of witnessing gospel fraternity and receiving whomever, occasionally or for brief periods, desires to share our life.

Nevertheless, it is necessary - as our Constitutions state [cf. Constitutions n. 16/3; cf also IV CPO, n. 60] -, that there be houses purposely designated for hospitality and vocation animation. It is by living with us that the youth can and must discover our life as worthy to be lived. 

e. The need to have houses of formation is a need at least as important as that of having houses for hospitality. Read what was stated in the IV CPO n. 16 concerning fraternities in general, and especially what was stated in n. 80. I would like to underline a strong affirmation of this number: “If a Province lacks the ability to establish authentic formation fraternities, the serious question arises of whether it may assume the responsibility of accepting new candidates”. Obviously this not intended to discourage but encourage you: to stimulate you to form fraternities which are capable of forming young men in our Franciscan life. 

f. If the possibility does not exist in the Province, or if the fraternities barely get along due to the scarcity of members, it would be necessary in that case to consider the eventual reduction of the number of houses, or the collaboration with other Provinces, beginning with the Novitiate. This last point – collaboration with other Provinces – is being put into effect in some circumscriptions and the results are quite satisfactory for the interested parties as well as the General Definitory. 

g. Means and concrete method of Vocation Promotion

All of this depends in great part on:

· the concrete social and religious environment of the area;

· the age of the young men;

· the intelligence, initiative, tact of each one of us, in particular of those who are designated for this apostolate.

The Constitutions [cf. Constitutions n. 16/3.6 ] remind us of two in particular:

1° “To offer young men the opportunity of sharing in our fraternal life in the some way” (Const., n. 16/3);

2° erection of “special institutes” (ex. Seminaries...) “according to the needs of the regions and times” (Const., n. 16/4) and “in accordance with sound educational principles” (Const., n. 16/5), in which “the students live a Christian life in a manner consistent with their age, spiritual progress and general development, which maintaining contact with their families and with society in general. In this way a vocation to the religious state may be discerned and encourage” (Ivi).

To these possibilities, the IV CPO adds: the social means of communication, school and work camps, camping trips, pilgrimages to Franciscan shrines, care of young groups in those environments spiritually close to us … [cf. IV CPO, n. 60].

We are ever more aware of the usefulness of the continued fraternal relationship with the religious communities of  a contemplative life, in particular with our Capuchin Sisters.

Many other ways and means will be suggested by the Spirit of God as long as we intensely live the grace of our vocation. 

Brothers, concluding this fraternal reflection and proposal, it comes spontaneously that I would say: let us not receive in vain that grace of God which is this moment of vocational renewal which the Church, with the help of the Holy Spirit, is living. I ask you fraternally to reflect personally and together on all that I have said and that you seek to put it into act, each one according to his own responsibilities and office. 

May the Virgin of Nazareth help us to understand the vocation of each young man who approaches us, as she understood, day after day ever more, the vocation of her Blessed Son. 

I am writing you from Lecaroz (Spain), during the Elective Chapter of the Province of our brothers of Navarra, who today elected as their servant and minister Brother Eleuterio Ruiz, who has been responsible for several years for the vocation animation of the Province. He has worked effectively and his work has borne much fruit, giving rise to a wave of hope throughout the Province. 

Today also, the Holy Father will broadcast his Message for the XXI World Day of Prayer for Vocations. A happy coincidence? Certainly, and also a wish for the future.

I bless you all !

Fraternally,

Br. Flavio Roverto Carraro

Minister General OFM Cap

Lecaroz, 26 April 1984 

Feast of Our Lady of Good Counsel


