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Part Four

INITIAL FORMATION

19. 
The Fourth Plenary Council of the Order, and the series of international conferences on the various stages of formation which took place between 1982 and 1994, have left the Order with a coherent program of initial formation. In this report I wish to highlight only certain points of concern.

THE PASTORAL MINISTRY OF VOCATIONS

20.1
The last great period of numerical growth in the Order began at the end of the last century and lasted until the 1960s. It is interesting to note that this growth coincided with the establishment of seraphic schools (i.e., minor seminaries) throughout the Order. Each province dedicated a considerable number of brothers and significant structures to the fostering of vocations. Since the close of that era in the 1960s, the Order has struggled to find an adequate point of contact between those the Lord calls to our life, and an adequate accompaniment for them during the years prior to postulancy. Admittedly one cannot propose universally valid approaches to this challenge. However, there is an observation which is generally valid throughout the Order: those circumscriptions which have formulated a comprehensive program for the pastoral ministry of vocations and which have dedicated fraternal and financial resources to that ministry have more vocations than those that have not! Although this ministry should involve all the brothers of the province, the province needs a group of brothers which has the primary responsibility for this ministry.

20.2
Concern for vocations arises above all from the brothers' awareness that they themselves are living and offering to others a program of life that is extremely rich in human and gospel values (Const. 15, 1).

It is noteworthy that our Constitutions do not cite the survival of our ministries or even that of our fraternity as such as the primary motivation for being concerned about new vocations. The primary motivation, the Constitutions note, is because we "are living and offering to others a program of life that is extremely rich in human and gospel values." This focus affirms that the pastoral ministry of vocations is indeed a dimension of evangelization. It is an important dimension of evangelization where youth are in abundance; it is equally important where youth are less abundant. During a visit to Spain toward the end of 1999, I had occasion to meet the Auxiliary Bishop of Madrid. He mentioned that the archdiocese had a certain number of vocations. However, lie added that these vocations came from a relatively limited number of parishes with active pastoral ministries for youth. He added that parishes in the immediate vicinity, lacking that ministry, also lack vocations. All the youth of our world have a right to hear the call of Christ echoed through Francis. Every circumscription should have a coherent plan to offer this dimension of Jesus' gospel to the youth of their society, and every circumscription should dedicate the necessary fraternal and material resources to make that plan effective. A growing number of provinces are responding to the call of our Constitutions by establishing within the province, a fraternity dedicated to vocational discernment:

To foster vocations, it is very helpful to offer young people an opportunity of participating in some way in our fraternal life. This is best done in houses that, at the same time, are suitable for offering help in personal reflection (Const. 16, 3).

When an individual province lacks the resources to undertake such programs autonomously, it should seek to collaborate with neighbouring circumscriptions.

POSTULANCY

21.1
Postulancy programs are almost universal in the Order. The postulancy program offers an important and serious period of vocational discernment both on the part of the candidate and on behalf of the fraternity. Postulancy assumes even added importance because young men are coming to our life at an older age, with a diversity of experiences, which means that they often require more careful accompaniment. To be effective, postulancy programs should last at least one year. Some circumscriptions have even extended this period beyond a year.

21.2
In Circular Letter 9 of February 2, 1996, the general definitory voiced its concerns regarding the postnovitiate formation of the brothers. Three concerns were cited: "...growth in affective maturity, adult faith, and the interiorization of the fraternal and contemplative values of our Capuchin life" (3.3). The intervening four years have not lessened these concerns. Rather, we believe that there is an even greater need for attentiveness to the issues of affective maturity and adult faith already at the beginning of the postulancy programs of our Order.

21.3
The fractured social context of our world creates special difficulties in the affective development of all persons, including those called to religious life. In many nations, candidates come to our Order at an older age. The human and cultural maturity which results from their wider experiences often blinds us to a deeper affective immaturity which is not uncommon in our age. For candidates of all ages the lack of affective maturity may render one incapable of living the celibate choice and our fraternal life. This should be carefully discerned during postulancy. For those candidates judged suitable for our life, there must always be a careful accompaniment to ensure continued growth.

21.4
Candidates coming to our Order have very diverse religious backgrounds. They often lack experience of the communal dimension of Christian life. Some also lack a consistent faith practice extending over a number of years. Almost all have poor catechetical instruction. Postulancy must establish that foundation of the knowledge and practice of the Catholic faith upon which a religious vocation can grow and mature. One concern noted by several definitors regards the distinction between faith choice and vocational call. Some candidates come to our Order after a conversion experience which opens them to the experience of faith. In such candidates it is very important to carefully discern vocational signs because it is easy for such a candidate to confuse the call to faith with a vocational call.

POSTNOVITIATE FORMATION

22.1 Circular Letter 9 described the principle concerns of the general definitory regarding postnovitiate formation: growth in adult faith, affective maturity, and the interiorization of our fraternal and evangelical values (see paragraph 16 above). The circular asked that each conference study the postnovitiate programs of its member circumscriptions. The object of this study was indicated: "It is hoped that the wisdom learned from our combined experience can assist the Order in developing a more adequate program" (3.8).

In the intervening years most conferences have conducted the requested study. The General Office of Formation has collected data from these studies and has made a report to the chapter. I refer you to that study.

22.2
The general definitory believes that the postnovitiate is the most problematic period of initial formation in the Order, and stresses the following points:

•
We need a concrete program aimed at the interiorization of gospel values in fraternity (e.g.. poverty, minority, contemplation, etc.). This program requires not only study, but well chosen and well accompanied ministerial experiences and structured theological reflection.

•
We generally lack a formal process to assist young brothers to discern their ecclesial vocation within our Order;

•
We have not found a completely satisfying formula to determine either the structures or the duration of such a postnovitiate program.

22.3
It is essential that all brothers in postnovitiate formation receive further intellectual preparation in scripture, theology, and Franciscanism. Whether or not a brother is discerned to have a vocation to the ordained ministry, he requires a scriptural and theological preparation which will enable his Capuchin Franciscan vocation to mature, and which will equip him to explain his faith in Jesus Christ. This training is not universally available to the lay brothers of the Order. Lay brothers should also have the opportunity for special formation to better equip them to serve the fraternity and the church with competence and joy. A special effort has been made to address these needs in Africa. The Eastern Africa Capuchin Conference has developed special programs for lay brothers in Lusaka. Zambia, and in Pretoria, South Africa. Those regions of the Order that lack a sufficient number of candidates to provide such formation opportunities within individual provinces should consider collaborative programs.

22.4
It is the opinion of the general definitory that the postnovitiate formation programs of the Order would greatly profit from a sharing of experiences among the various cultures, conferences, and continents. The definitory recommends to the general chapter and to the new general minister and definitory that an international conference on the postnovitiate be convoked early in the next sexennium.

THE FORMATION OF FORMATION PERSONNEL

23.1
It is evident from the statistics of our International College that the Order continues to prepare a considerable number of brothers for the important work of formation in the Order. Still, many of the initial formation fraternities of our Order lack a sufficient number of formators. We must remember that there was a time when almost one-third of the brothers of most provinces were engaged in the work of initial formation and the pastoral ministry of vocations. This number is now severely reduced.

23.2
While there are diverse centres throughout the world for the professional preparation of formators, it is important that our formators have a solid foundation in Franciscan spirituality. The Franciscan Institute of Spirituality (IFS) plays a crucial role in preparing the formators of our Order to hand on the essential content of our Franciscan spirituality. IFS offers excellent programs leading to a license and a doctorate in Franciscan spirituality. The provincial ministers of the Order are to be encouraged to send those brothers destined to study spirituality to our own institute rather than to the spirituality faculties of other Roman universities.

At the same time, the definitory is concerned that IFS lacks programs of applied spirituality. Consequently, those brothers being formed in the anthropological and cultural dimensions of vocational ministry, as well as the psychological and social aspects of formation, must attend other universities. This poses distinct disadvantages both as regards the formation of our formators as well as the development of our spirituality in the world. Our formators are deprived of the opportunity to reflect on the development of vocation within the context of our own Franciscan and Capuchin spirituality. This impedes, for example, the development of a typically Franciscan approach to spiritual direction. Our spirituality is also deprived of the vitality of an intellectual reflection on its development within the contemporary world. For all of these pressing reasons, the definitory has undertaken a study of these questions with a view to proposing the development, within IFS, of programs of applied spirituality in order that the institute can be enabled to fulfil an even greater role of service to the Franciscan family and its spirituality.

COLLABORATIVE INITIAL FORMATION PROGRAMS

24.1
Collaborative initial formation programs continue to expand throughout the Order. In practically every conference of the Order there are circumscriptions which conduct all or part of their initial, formation programs in collaboration. Collaborative efforts in initial formation are relatively new in the Order. Membership within a province incorporates us into our international brotherhood. A brother who lacks a provincial identity lacks a sense of Capuchin Franciscan brotherhood as well. It is therefore understandable that provinces might be reluctant to entrust the initial formation of their members to another province of the Order.

Initial formation as described in our Capuchin Constitutions makes rigorous demands upon a provincial fraternity. The Constitutions require several carefully chosen fraternities and a team of formators, the members of which are free of other obligations and possessed of the personal and professional qualities consistent with their responsibilities. Many circumscriptions - blessed with abundant vocations - lack a sufficient number of properly trained formators and suitable formation fraternities. Initial formation in our Order is an adult learning process. Adults learn through shared reflection upon experience. This requires having a consistent peer group. Many circumscriptions - particularly in the northern hemisphere - lack a sufficient number of vocations for having a good formation group. Collaboration is a creative response for this wide diversity of circumstances.

24.2
In the collaborative model a circumscription does not entrust responsibility for formation to another circumscription. Fundamental to true collaboration is the decision of all participating circumscriptions to assume joint responsibility for the formation of all the brothers whom the Lord sends to each. Collaboration is possible when we stress, not the method whereby we are incorporated (i.e., provincial membership), but the one brotherhood into which we are professed. Collaboration takes root among us when we take to heart the Constitutions, embracing with pride and joy all the brothers in initial formation as our own: "Every brother, given to the fraternity by God, brings joy to it ..." (26. 1). Collaboration is given substance through shared responsibility:

•
a common formation program;

•
an interprovincial Formation Council;

•
formation fraternities which function as true, interprovincial realities;

•
formation personnel chosen by a consensus of the provinces and enjoying the confidence of all; and

•
provincial ministers who assume responsibility for accompanying and guiding the collaborative process.

24.3
Collaboration between circumscriptions has a value in itself as a visible expression of our solidarity and interdependence. Consequently, collaboration is not limited to initial formation. In fact it is difficult to maintain an authentic and stable collaborative program of initial formation if fraternal contacts and collaboration are lacking in other fields of interest and on other levels. Collaboration presupposes a mutual consciousness and is founded upon mutual esteem and the desire to assist one another. All of this is very difficult to maintain when collaboration is limited to initial formation.

24.4
Collaboration is demanding. It demands a process of listening, learning, and esteeming, but it also brings rich rewards. It allows each circumscription to maintain ownership of initial formation structures on all levels despite diminished resources. Collaboration also means consistency and continuity of a peer group of brother on all levels of the initial formation process. Collaboration also assists our vocational recruitment programs because stable programs and consistent peer groups have their own vocational appeal. Finally, collaboration offers a wider vision of brotherhood and the needs of the church and the world. This general chapter can serve the Order well by considering the problems and challenges faced by collaborative formation programs and adopting appropriate means to reinforce them.

