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IV

FORMATION

12.1
Responding to the almost unanimous desire of the General Chapter of 2000, the General Office of Formation was reconstituted. The following four brothers, drawn from various cultural regions of the Order, were appointed for full-time service to this Office which is located at our friary in Frascati:

Br. Giovanni Battista Urso (Province of Cosenza, Italy), coordinator,

Br. Štefan Kožuh (Province of Slovenia), secretary,

Br. Patrick Crasta (Province of Karnataka, India), and

Br. Sergio Marcello Dal Moro (Province of Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil).

The Office concentrated on three principle objectives: (a) Postnovitiate formation, (b) ongoing formation, and (c) the formation of formation personnel.

12.2.1
The Chapter of 2000 mandated an international convention on postnovitiate formation to be held after due preparation within the conferences of the Order. The convention was prepared and organized by the General Office of Formation, and celebrated at the Domus Pacis in Assisi, 5-25 September 2004. Participants included 103 brothers from the 16 conferences of the Order, members of the General Office of Formation, the General Minister and a number of General Definitors. Also in attendance were representatives of our brothers in postnovitiate formation from the various regions of the Order. A final document was issued following the convention.

12.2.2
The convention indicated that there is substantial agreement with regard to the goals of postnovitiate formation. This was confirmation of the efficacy of the series of international gatherings organized after the Fourth Plenary Council. At the same time, the convention indicated a pluriformity of structures in postnovitiate programs throughout the Order. The convention did not attempt to define “the perfect structure,” since it is commonly recognized that social and cultural differences require pluriform responses. There was a general consensus that well-functioning programs of postnovitiate formation exist in all regions of the Order. Therefore, if an individual circumscription experiences difficulty, it is possible to find other well-structured programs which can serve as models.

12.2.3
There was consensus in the view that initial formation in general, and postnovitiate formation in particular, must be experiential. Brothers must experience insertion into the fraternal life of the Order and its mission. There must be a lived experience of the poor. This requires well-structured programs guided by an adequately prepared formation staff. Generally speaking, this is one of the more significant deficiencies in our postnovitiate formation programs.

12.2.4
The personal accompaniment of each brother requires greater attention. For this reason, a great deal of emphasis was placed on the need for each formation program to have a full-time director who is sufficiently free from other duties and responsibilities to allow him to be present and attentive to the spiritual needs of the younger brothers. Of equal importance is the presence of adequately prepared spiritual directors. Spiritual direction is an indispensable means of vocational growth and maturation. The accompaniment by a spiritual director has special importance, particularly in the process of affective maturation.

12.3
There are very few circumscriptions of our Order which can claim to have an adequate number of properly trained formation personnel. The Franciscan Institute of Spirituality (IFS) has been working to integrate formative aspects into the study of Franciscan spirituality. I will speak of these measures in the section of this report dealing with the Franciscan Institute of Spirituality. The General Office of Formation has underscored the importance of training formation personnel and gives absolute priority to that goal. If any conference or group of conferences wishes to sponsor a program of several weeks or even months, the General Office of Formation is available to offer its assistance.

12.4
The General Office of Formation was also involved in the formation of spiritual directors. Each year, 3-month programs are offered in Toronto, Canada, and at Canterbury, England. These are experiential programs founded upon Franciscan approaches, forming brothers in the art of spiritual direction. Similar programs of lesser duration are offered in Rome (IFS) and India (FISI), and occasionally in Ethiopia and other regions of Africa.

12.5
For more complete information, I refer you to the Report of the General Office of Formation. An overview of the programs offered by the General Office of Formation during the sexennium is indicative of the value of the Office:

· eight programs for formation personnel;

· 19 ongoing formation sessions;

· one program for Assistants to the Secular Franciscan Order;

· two programs for guardians/local ministers;

· five programs for brothers in initial formation;

· three programs for the Franciscan family;

· one program for Assistants to the Capuchin Poor Clares;

· eight programs for spiritual directors;

· four programs for the Capuchin Poor Clares;

· three spiritual retreats; and

· the International Convention on Postnovitiate Formation.

12.5.1
At the conclusion of the International Convention on Postnovitiate Formation, two of the members of the General Office of Formation were elected to provincial definitors and returned to their respective provinces. I endorse the recommendations made in the report of the General Office of Formation, namely:

· that the General Office of Formation be maintained with at least three full-time members drawn from diverse cultural backgrounds; and

· that statutes be established to regulate the General Office of Formation, its relationship to other organisms of the Order, and its insertion into the local fraternity in Frascati.

12.6.1
At the beginning of this report (see 2.7 above), I noted that there has been a rise in the number of first professions and a decrease in the number of perpetual professions. I also noted that a partial explanation might be found in the changing policies affecting initial formation. The changes merit still further serious study and reflection. At a recent symposium sponsored by the Institute of Franciscan Spirituality, Salvatore Abbruzzese, a professor of sociology who has studied the effect of sociological change on religious life, commented:

The new model of development, built on flexibility and professional as well as residential mobility, has as its reward a society characterized by abundance and the multiplication of opportunity. Flexibility and the multiplication of opportunity are two surfaces of the same medalion. However, they leave less space for any life choice characterized by irreversible choice [Abbruzzese, Salvatore. La vita consacrata nei mutamenti sociali dopo il Vaticano II, p. 7. Paper delivered to the Institute of Franciscan Spirituality Symposium, 3 May 2006].

This new model of development has created a strongly individualistic world with a concept of human freedom built on the autonomy of the individual. In such a vision, full human freedom can be realized only by maintaining “open options.” A freedom characterized by open options cannot tolerate permanent, life-long commitments, either to religious life or to marriage. One makes a commitment until a better offer comes along! In societies strongly marked by such a vision of human freedom, one notes not only a strong decline in religious vocations, but a decline in the number and stability of marriages. Even declining birth rates are, at least in part, caused by “keeping one’s options open,” since parenthood involves an “irreversible commitment!”

12.6.2
In our Trinitarian faith, “to be person” means to be in relationship: “Our Trinitarian God is relational by nature, i.e., a...communion of persons” (VII PCO, 1a). As we grow as persons we move from individuality into relationship.

“Francis...was raised from his earliest youth to be arrogant” (LCh, I, 2; see Armstrong, I, 319). He was converted from self-centered individuality to other-centered relationship: His encounter with this human being [i.e., the leper], abandoned and excluded by the society and system of his day, made Francis “leave the world” and change his social status...he became “minor” (VII PCO, 3).

In our Trinitarian faith, to be free is to be person. To be person is to be in relationship. To be in relationship is to enter into commitment. The Seventh Plenary Council offers another vision of human freedom: “Poverty, minority and itinerancy...bring Franciscan freedom” (VII PCO, 4). It seems crucial to me, in our present world, to form our young men in a different vision of human freedom and personhood. Freedom founded on autonomy is contrary to the most fundamental values of the gospel of Jesus Christ. It leads not to love but to self-centeredness.

12.6.3
I believe that insufficient attention has been paid to this characteristic of our modern age. Rather than correct the cult of autonomy–an idol of our age–, there is often a tendency in our initial formation programs to embrace it. Recognizing the difficulty that modern youth experiences in the permanency of commitment of religious life, some formation programs extend the period of probation indefinitely. To extend the period of initial formation for reason of exigent, purposeful and experiential programs leading to the maturation of one’s vocation, is excellent. However, the simple fact that the period of formation is extended indefinitely will not lead to commitment. It simply confirms the self-centeredness of our age! In fact, such extension without clear purpose seems counter-productive to me. It allows young men to identify their Capuchin vocation with open horizons.

12.6.4
In various provinces, the entire period prior to theological training was considered a type of pre-postulancy in which young men discerned their Capuchin vocation. Some of these approaches, particularly in Brazil, have now been abandoned. It would be interesting to study the reasons for the change. Some are studying the possibility that the entire period until the end of theology be treated as a postulancy period in which the vocation is discerned. Besides the danger noted above (see 12.6.3), this poses a further issue. The study of theology demands a firm faith-foundation. I believe that when young men study speculative theology without a firmly established faith commitment, that study can confirm all the prejudices of our age, including the prejudice of open horizons.

12.7.1
Collaborative initial formation programs have an ever greater importance in the Order. In some situations these programs are embraced for reasons of convenience because individual circumscriptions lack sufficient formation personnel or the numbers necessary to establish effective autonomous programs. However, there is a growing realization that collaborative initial formation programs have a value in themselves. In all cultures, collaborative programs initiate our younger brothers into a wider vision of our brotherhood and our ecclesial mission. Particularly in Africa, where all nations are multi-ethnic, collaborative initial formation programs have an even greater importance. This was stressed at the Justice, Peace and Ecology Congress in Addis Ababa on Gospel Brotherhood in a Multi-ethnic World:

We suggest that formation teams assist candidates to overcome ethnocentrism and other tendencies that prevent them from fully embracing the multi-cultural dimensions of our Order. We further recommend that they devote more attention to developing greater multi-ethnic sensitivity, e.g., by requiring brothers in formation to experience other cultures and to learn languages other than their own (Letter from Addis Ababa, 6 February 2004, p. 14).

The Capuchin Franciscan charism of universal brotherhood speaks prophetically to our societies. Collaborative initial formation programs help to make the universality of our call to brotherhood a lived experience.

12.7.2
Collaborative programs draw together brothers from various circumscriptions and, often, different cultures for their initial formation experience. To ensure that the experience impart the full value of collaboration, the programs must also create inter-provincial formation fraternities with formators drawn from the various circumscriptions. This exposes a weakness which is structural in nature. The Capuchin Order is structured as a network of Provincial fraternities. It is the Provincial Minister who admits candidates to our brotherhood. An initial formation program without clear authority structures is often weak and unstable. The effective structuring of collaborative formation programs is a second area of concern which merits serious and creative study.

12.7.3
Some principles inserted into the Statutes of the recently-established General Vice Province of Arabia might be studied within the context of collaborative initial formation programs. A very stable network of local fraternities has been established in the General Vice Province of Arabia. At the same time, the General Vice Province has no incardinated members, not even the Vice Provincial Minister! The Vice Province is established on the collaboration of nine Provinces and one General Vice Province. A few principles which give stability to the General Vice Province of Arabia could be adapted to collaborative initial formation programs, for example:

· Each of the collaborative provinces has made a commitment to provide the General Vice Province a certain number, for example, five brothers. With due notice, the Vice Provincial of the Arabia can request these brothers at any time. Could not collaborative formation programs include a commitment that each circumscription provide, when required, one or two formation staff persons? If the circumscription lacks the capacity to respond, it would be the responsibility of that Provincial Minister to find a replacement from another Province.

· Each appointment within the General Vice Province of Arabia is made for an initial 1-year period of probation. At the end of the year of probation, the appointment is confirmed for an additional five years. This gives stability to the Vice Provincial fraternities. Could not a similar arrangement strengthen collaborative programs?

Collaborative initial formation programs exist on almost every continent. The stability of these programs should be made an object of serious study.

