Circular Letter no. 23

Rome: 13.06.1986

To all the Major Superiors

& Brothers of our Order Respective Residences

May the Spirit of God fill your life 

with His Wisdom and Love!

Dear Brothers,

In view of a widespread concern both in the Order and in the Church, I have desired for some time to share some reflections with you regarding culture and scholarship. Some of the facts I will present make us realize that we must consider this question seriously.

This work has been undertaken with the assistance and collaboration of the "General Office for Research and Reflection" and the General Definitory.

While not pretending to be exhaustive or original, I wish to stimulate reflection on an area I consider essential for our religious presence in today's world.

As you well know, "culture" is a vast topic. Therefore, I will restrict our discussion of culture to the development of the capacities and values of each individual friar and of our Order as a community of brothers [This is the definitive concept of "culture" expressed and explained by GS.53 in which is also contained the objective aspect of culture, not taken directly into consideration.]. This development has many means. But in this context, I will consider primarily the role of study.

In writing to the Major Superiors (February 25th 1985), I stated that the responses received regarding the Convention of the Scholars of the Order "speak clearly and without ambiguity that there is a growing need to renew our scholarship both to renew our vocation and to spread the Kingdom of God in the modern world" [Letter of Minister General, February 25th 1985, pg.1].

And one of the principal conclusions of the Convention - held at Rome in September 1985 - was that our Order has an urgent need to promote and increase scholarship and culture and to give more space to those who dedicate their lives to study and culture: in response to the gifts the Lord has given them and in the spirit of obedience.

The recent extraordinary Synod of Bishops (Rome: Nov.-Dec.1985) stated that "the separation of the Gospel and culture was defined by Paul VI as 'the drama of our age"' [Extraordinary Synod of Bishops 1985, Message of the Synod Fathers: it is clear that in this context culture is understood as the conception and style of life of our society.]. In another context and sense, could this reflection be an invitation for us? Perhaps we have not always sufficiently understood how and to what extent culture, rightly understood, can serve to spread the Gospel; and how, on the other hand, the culture of our society has a need to be evangelized [EN makes an urgent invitation for a "generous evangelizing of culture, more exactly of all cultures"(EN 20), specifying that it is necessary to seek "by virtue of the gospel to affect and, as it were, recast the criteria of judgment, the standard of values, the incentives and life standards of the human race which are inconsistent with the word of God and the plan of salvation" (EN 19).1].

I. NEW POSITIVE PERSPECTIVES

To our consolation and encouragement we have to say that the Order, especially in these more recent times, has assumed a more positive consciousness of the importance and urgency of learning and culture.

I would like to remind you of two important events: the celebration of the IV PCO on Formation, which mobilized a great deal of energy in the Order in this regard and offered conclusions which are continuing guidelines and sources of reflection; and Chapter II of the Constitutions, which was perhaps one of the most innovative works of the General Chapter of 1982.

We can see from all this that the Order as a whole is in accord with ecclesial realities and with the positive aspects of our age, and that it effectively perceives the signs of the times.

There are in fact very profound anthropological, theological, religious and apostolic motivations which move us forward in this work.

1. Anthropologic Motivation

One of the most profound aspirations of contemporary man and a moving force in today's theology is the total development of human capabilities, which in Christian terminology is "to grow in the fullness of Christ" (cfr.Col.1,10; 1,28; Eph.4,13-15). Jacques Maritain already called this "integral humanism"[J.Maritain, Humanisme intégral, 1936] and Paul VI "total humanism"[Paul VI, Populorum Progressio, 42].

The Encyclical "Populorum Progressio" tells us:

"In the design of God, every man is called upon to develop and fulfill himself, for every life is a vocation. At birth, everyone is granted, in germ, a set of aptitudes and qualities for him to bring to fruition. Their coming to maturity which will be the result of education received from the environment and personal efforts, will allow each man to direct himself toward the destiny intended for him by his Creator. Endowed with intelligence and freedom, he is responsible for his fulfillment and for his salvation. He is aided, or sometimes impeded, by those who educate him and those with whom he lives, but each one remains, whatever may be these influences affecting him, the principal agent of his own success or failure. By the unaided effort of his own intelligence and his will, each man can grow in humanity, can enhance his personal worth, can become more a person.

However, this self-fulfilment is not something optional. Just as the whole of creation is ordained to its Creator, so spiritual things should of their own accord orientate their lives to God, the first truth and the supreme good. Thus it is that human fulfilment constitutes, as it were, a summary of duties" [Paul VI, Populorum Progressio, 15-16]

Growth - as affirmed by the "Redemptor Hominis" - is a process by which man becomes

"truly better, that is to say more mature spiritually, more aware of the dignity of his humanity, more responsible, more open to others, especially the neediest and the weakest, and readier to give and to aid all" [John Paul II, Redemptor Hominis, 15].

But how can all this be possible without serious study and a good cultural background?

Lack of growth and the failure to develop the gifts which God has given us are a part of many "identity crises" or re-evaluations of one's vocation, especially when, having reached a certain age, one becomes aware that he "has been passed by", feels frustrated, incapable of offering anything of value, unrecognized.

This situation is aggravated in a world which, even if it is not "learned", is continually acquiring new learning and new discoveries. It would be seriously wrong to be indifferent to this reality. It could cause a certain schizophrenia, unfortunately not always absent from ecclesiastical circles, with serious psychological, religious and apostolic harm to daily fraternal living and the proclamation of the Kingdom of God.

2. Theologic Motivation

Among the many examples I could give you, I would like to propose two which seem particularly important to me and which, although they specifically concern the necessity of theological formation, extend into every other field [I refer to a document of the CEI (Italian Episcopal Conference). I believe their considerations to be of universal interest and quite profound. Their document deals with theological formation in the particular church.].

First of all, theological formation and reflection are always intrinsic and connatural with faith. They are present to the degree that one expresses his faith and is called to be conscious of himself and a guide for others. Faith, which is a gift of the Spirit, is incarnate and develops in man with all his human capabilities and possibilities. If this does not happen, it remains - in the better cases - underdeveloped and infantile. The act of faith, in other words, "always involves an assent involving rationality, if it is to be a free act" [CEI, Formation, pg.8 of the abovementioned document: "There is a theological dimension, connatural with the being itself of the believer, in as much as the act of faith carries with it an adherence which involves reason, if it is to be a free act. There is the need in each believer for a reflection on the Word which one hears, so that it can penetrate into his being, even if this occurs through the vital experiential way of faith". The Dei Verbum, 8 affirms "There is a growth in insight into the realities and words that are passed on. This comes about in various ways. It comes through the contemplation and study of believers who ponder these things in their hearts. It comes from the intimate sense of spiritual realities which they experience. And it comes from the preaching "of those who have received, along with their right of succession in the episcopate, the sure charism of truth".].

The theological reflection then becomes

"a true and proper ministry in fact...in analogy with the duty of those 'doctors’ of whom St. Paul speaks in Ephesians 4,11, as ministers who render the brothers suitable for building up the Body of Christ" [CEI, Formation, above mentioned text, pg.10].

When St. Peter exhorts us "to render an account of the hope within us"(l Peter 3,15), he is evidently inviting us first of all to deepen our own faith so that we can know how to communicate it. But this becomes more difficult as the cultural environment becomes complex and dynamic. In this way, more profound theological study, study of the human sciences and an understanding of man and the contemporary world are absolutely necessary for an authentic faith witness [CEI, Formation, abovementioned text, pg.9: "The operation becomes more complex as the cultural context is more mobile and different; it demands specific moments to pause and not only examine the pastoral choices made, but also the reflections which matured with these choices, so that one does not procede haphazardly or, worse, without attention to the demands of truth".].

Consequently, as we rightly felt the need to create places specifically designated for prayer, so now we have a growing realization of the need to create places and structures to serve formation and theological reflection [CEI, Formation, abovementioned text, pg.10: "Every local church has the duty to work towards its own theological development not only through an expression of intuitive wisdom, that is living the "sensus fidei", spoken of by the "Lumen Gentium" in no. 12, but also to reflect on its own faith with maturity. To do this it is necessary to provide concrete times and places specifically dedicated for this purpose, as it is for prayer and contemplation. It is necessary to find times and places in which to pray and invoke the gift of the Spirit's wisdom. But it is also necessary to have time and places in which the local community can dedicate itself exclusively to theological reflection".].

3. Religious - Franciscan Motivation

How often have we repeated expressions like these: knowledge of our charism; deeper understanding of our identity; "return to the original spirit"; to the "spirit and goal" of St. Francis and to the "sound traditions" of the Order...[cfr. Perfectae. Caritatis, 2].

One thing is for certain: without a serious, constant, spiritual and "scientific" deepening of our Franciscan roots and of our history, all of these beautiful realities will remain things "heard about" and "to be desired"; we will never be able to experience their attraction and intimate splendor. How much good has been accomplished by simple but serious means such as the "Omnibus of Sources"! And how much more good - we can hope - will be derived from the collection of the documents of the first century of our Order which is already well advanced in its preparation.

A greater effort is required in this field because it is insufficient - in fact it would be wrong - to "copy" (in the childish sense of the term) St. Francis and our Saints. Instead, having penetrated and assimilated vitally the values they propose, we must live them in our world; and we must live them with the same spirit but in a present-day manner. Thus it is imperative we have clear knowledge of today's world.

To speak of our charism only from this cultural perspective would take us very far. Allow me however some simple fraternal reflections.

How is it possible to promote an effective renewal of our Order without an authentic scholarship, if renewal means placing our roots more deeply in the past to bear fruit in the present? How is it possible to preserve, or better, to increase the intellectual level of our Order? "It is possible that within a few years there will be a shortage of men who are truly prepared and updated" even in those matters which strictly pertain to us, while

"among the laity themselves specialists are coming to the forefront even in theological matters. What is happening in some Provinces is that when Provincials want someone to speak to the friars on some specific topic, they are not able to find any friar capable or who has the courage to do so. This is quite serious, because without clear ideas, especially in the theological field, we can easily allow ourselves to be manipulated and led by others, with the danger of following the wrong road, because of a lack of critical capacity. The fraternity itself, in this sense, can suffer serious deviations"[Ongoing Formation, formation guide of the SGF, 1978, pg.58.].

I assure you that I am not speaking hypothetically.

While on the topic of fraternal life, remember that it is not simply a cohabitation. It is a community of ideas, ideals, feelings, plans... How can this come about without a common language, a constant return to study and updating which will help to overcome the differences of culture and mentality which too often characterize the young and the elderly? This problem is the most common cause of the failure of the local chapter which is one of the principal means of fostering fraternal life.

Vocational promotion also depends on such study. We must present the authentic figure of St. Francis, a true Franciscan spirituality. It is also imperative to know the mentality and cultural background of young people themselves.

4. Apostolic Motivation

Here the discourse becomes even more evident. I am not going to quote the innumerable documents of the Church regarding this.

It is obviously necessary that we speak the language of our contemporaries, otherwise our dialogue will become a monologue. To do this however, we must know the sensitivities, interests, problems and mentality of people today. For example: Divorce (a problem present in every culture) involves an infinity of complications demanding an understanding of psychology, sociology, pedagogy, law and morality. We can say the same about so many other problems which affect our society, such as: drugs, abortion, violence, peace, justice, labour, economy, politics, etc.

The recent Synod of Bishops of the Church speaks of a true updating which is:

"missionary openness for the salvation of the whole man. All the truly human values are not only accepted but energetically spread through this means: human dignity, fundamental rights of man, peace, freedom from oppression, misery and injustice. Only if these human realities are purified and elevated by grace to a familiarity with God, through Jesus Christ, in the Holy Spirit, can total salvation be achieved through these human realities" [Extraordinary Synod of Bishops 1985, Message, pg.27.].

It is necessary, more than ever, that we be a light within the Order, Church and world - light of goodness and wisdom. The lack of diligent and profound study, and the lack of competency and doctrine, for a counter-witness and counter-identity [CEI, Formation, pg.7: "The Church has its origin in the Word and knows that it has received It in order to preserve and spread It...If the ultimate goal is that the Word be continually proclaimed in all its authenticity in the communities of believers and in every place on earth, the proclamation presupposes a deeper understanding of the mystery contained and communicated in the Word".].

For this reason our Constitutions exhort:

"In whatever responsibility and office they have, the brothers should strive throughout to further their spiritual, academic and professional progress and to develop their personal talents, so that our Order may be able to respond continually to its vocation in the Church. For this reason intellectual work should be regarded as an expression of a person's vital activity just as much as other kinds of work" [Constitutions 78,1].

I
am happy to say that our Order is always more aware of all of this; there is a growing consciousness. In fact, many of these affirmations are not "mine" but have come about through encounters with many brothers.

We thank them and the Lord.

The concrete steps being taken by circumscriptions of the Order on a whole are signs that these are not 'just impressions. I will mention just a few: the Franciscan Institute of Spirituality in Rome and many other Franciscan Institutes throughout the world; the Historical Institute; courses of ongoing formation continually organized at Rome and in other areas (CEFEPAL, Franciscan Institute of Asia, etc.); various International Conventions, among which I would like to mention - because of its importance and what it promises for the future - that of the scholars held in September of 1985; numerous publications among which - on sin Order level -"Collectanea Franciscana" and "Laurentianum" are particularly significant for their depth and specific value, and are highly praised both in and outside our Order.

II
SOME UNSETTLING PHENOMENA

There are nevertheless some unsettling phenomena which could very well render the many positive factors useless.

1.
Among the first and most evident of these is the fact that in many circumscriptions of the Order there are no seminaries of the Order. Speaking to the brothers gathered at the Chapter of 1976, our brother Paschal Rywalski made this observation:

"With the decrease in vocations, the number of formation and student fraternities in the Order has also decreased. For this reason the Provinces do not feel the same need to give a superior formation to the friars capable of such. Consequently, there is an intellectual decline in the Order with all its consequences, such as the lack of a profound and solid formation, a superficial cultural background which leads to a superficial theological and pastoral reflection; these things at times induce the friars to take up theoretical positions and practical initiatives which are quite dangerous... Although by vocation we are not an Order of university students, it is nevertheless certain that a sound, serious and accessible university formation can give our Order that degree of cultural capacity which is necessary in rendering a valid service for the Kingdom of God" [Br.Paschal Rywalski, Report to the General Chapter 1976, in: ANALECTA OFMCap, 72, n.3-4, May-August 1976, pg.154 (latin text).].

To these consequences we must add another no less significant. Our young men receive an intellectual formation and a spiritual formation outside the Order. In some cases this can be beneficial, creating a cultural and ecclesial openness. Nevertheless, we must admit that a "specific" Capuchin-Franciscan foundation is lessened and this could influence, if not the present, then, future years, causing an identity crisis which often is difficult to overcome and ends in transferral to the diocesan clergy.

2.
A characteristic which I have noticed in some Provinces is a lessening in the awareness for study as such. Some circumscriptions have given a quasi exclusive privilege - in a time-consuming way - to work outside the fraternity and this at the expense of studies.

There are surely authentic and Valid needs at the base of these new initiatives. There is the desire to highlight the Franciscan approach to daily life, not estranging oneself from the realities of life but, on the contrary, forming oneself through it, wanting to live with those who are simple, poor, etc. These are all values to be highly esteemed and kept in mind.

We must be very careful. There is the danger in a world lost in so many ideologies, of being guided instead of being guides. We risk becoming labourers but not knowledgeable religious; or "marchers" for various causes but lacking critical capabilities being manipulated by others. There seems to be a confusion again (and this is not the first time in the history of franciscanism!) between "simplicity" and "simple-mindedness", between "poor and humble" and being "ignorant". This is not the mind of the Church: neither of the hierarchy nor of the people.

We must be capable of understanding humanity today - human culture and currents of thought which move society - in the light of the Gospel. At least some friars should acquire a more profound intellectual preparation [cfr. Constitutions 100,4: "Knowing that Divine Providence is revealed to man not only by events and deeds but also by ideas and ideologies regarded as signs of the times, we should examine them with open and confident minds, so that we may cooperate with God present in history and active in the evolution of society".].

Let us look inside the Church, at its recent history: Who promoted the great conciliar renewal? Who animate the modern theological schools which rejuvenate thought about Revelation? They are persons immersed in devout listening to the Word of God and the diligent study of it, in the perennial traditions of theology and of humanity.

It is necessary to state that the persons about whom I speak are highly qualified in theology and biblical sciences, and are at the same time in permanent contact with groups and movements which offer them the basic material for their thought.

Should not our own fraternities be places where practice and thought are mutually nourished in such a way that the result be an evangelical hope for all people and especially the poor?

It is comforting to note that formation positions adopted several years ago, which neglected study and - in part - fraternal life, have been re-structured. Initial formation offers the possibility of greater interiorizing and personalizing of human, spiritual and Gospel values. The same can be said of the new consciousness that the formation of heart and mind - study in the Franciscan sense - is not reserved only to brother-priests but is the duty of all of us in response to the gifts the Lord has given each one of us and to the profound demands of our vocation.

3.
The most negative fact is perhaps the noticeable resistance which many manifest in continuing their own cultural formation. Some feel they are settled for life having terminated their course of studies. In this way we find ourselves unfulfilled both humanly and religiously, less part of the fraternity, and less incisive in the apostolate. And, not rarely, we can become angry and bitter critics incapable of accepting even the good things offered by the Church and Order.

This prominent failure of our Order, although it originates in the cultural sphere, does not concern only studies and culture. It is even more serious since it brings with it an attitude of impenetrable self-sufficiency which is a lack of basic Christian humility.

4.
There is an attitude in some places which can be called "cultural compensation".

I mean this: We read newspapers and magazines, watch TV, listen to the radio... We are kept well informed on daily events. We keep in touch with the problems of our times, the aspirations, doubts and anxieties of our contemporaries. These are means to be taken advantage of in an intelligent and balanced manner [Constitutions 153, 1-6].

This attitude though could fall into a "cultural compensation" when we feel that such information is sufficient for our formation. By limiting ourselves to this, we fall into a type of sickness which is widespread today: superficiality, an evil in all who have it, but inexcusable in a religious.

We cannot expect to have a serious formation and authentic culture by basing ourselves solely on these means. While they are valuable, they have many limitations: the desire "to be with it", excessive desire for "novelty", sentimentality, reducing everything to fashionable slogans. In this way we de-personalize ourselves and acquire a mentality far from the Gospel.

The study demanded of us requires a totally different search, another effort, smother discipline... and bears other fruits: those of the spirit.

Fraternity can offer valuable assistance. Our Constitutions wisely suggest that local and provincial chapters raise questions, examine our responses, undertake useful measures [Constitutions 90, 1-3].

5. Finally, another negative fact which we all know, but which dramatically came to the forefront during the Convention of the Scholars of the Order: the isolation and self-isolation of scholars (teachers and researchers), who should instead be cultural resources and bearers of sound "criticism" within the Order.

I will turn back to this point more analytically later in this letter. For the moment I wish to note that this is a very negative sign, a symptom that something is not right when those who should be cultural stimuli are put aside or put themselves apart from the others. This is a fact we must think about and remedy.

In concluding this point, it would be helpful to quote something a Provincial Minister wrote me during the preparations for the Convention of the Scholars:

"Everything concerning the 'goal and theme of the Convention' is fine. Perhaps what is lacking is highlighting the need the Order has today for a greater scholarship and an elevation of its cultural level. We are not an Order of intellectuals, but being cultured is something totally different: it is being sensitive in perceiving the demands the world and humanity today make upon us and responding with our contribution. It is true that we need persons with degrees. However, the Order needs a cultural ferment as well, which today is truly very low. Our own rapport with the culture of the people, which should be very dear to us, is almost non-existent".

Taking this into consideration, there is an evident need to correct the negative aspects.

III. WHAT CAN WE DO?

1.
The first unavoidable condition is to assume a consciousness of all that we are doing as individuals and fraternities in the cultural field, and of all that is still left to be done.

We have to place ourselves in the christian attitude of humility, recognizing that we have a need. This we all can and must do. Our Constitutions offer a particular importance to these words when they state:

"A brother who has completed the period of initial formation can hardly claim to be fully equipped for the rest of his life" [Constitutions 42,1...IV PC0,no.71, states: "On-going formation, more than methods and external aids that are concrete and structured - though these too are necessary - consists in acquiring a frame of mind, a spiritual attitude, which makes us conscious that formation, in other words our human and Christian commitment on the spiritual, scientific and professional level, is never-ending because it can and must continually be worked at, improved and perfected".].

Then, we must have trust. There are many positive stimuli. Ideas are slowly but surely penetrating as I mentioned in the beginning. Therefore, those who are convinced should continue to be persuasive with understanding, prudence and kindness, but also with conviction and consistency. You can work miracles. After a few years, what seemed impossible will, as the good seed in the Gospel, unexpectedly bear fruit (Mk.4,26-27).

2.
It is clear that this task is the specific and express duty of both major and local superiors: "this formation must be regarded as the ordinary and pastoral duty of all the ministers" [Constitutions 42,3]. "All the ministers have the duty of providing the brothers the Word of- God and sollicitously obtaining for them suitable instruction and religious formation" [Constitutions 158,1].

They must do this verbally. Here it is opportune to recall the beautiful expression of St. Paul: "Stay with this task whether convenient or inconvenient - correcting, reproving, appealing - constantly teaching and never losing patience" (2 Tim.4,2).

They must accomplish this also with concrete initiatives. I will mention some of the principle ones:

-
Send brothers for specialization: There should be no fear about losing particularly valuable friars for some years. We realize that this is a sort of short-sightedness, because they will later give more to the Province, Order, Church and world. Our Constitutions state:

"Provincial Ministers should see to it that suitable brothers receive special training at institutes, schools and universities, in the sacred sciences and other subjects, as also in crafts and skills, as seems appropriate for the service of the Church and the Order"[Constitutions 39,7].

In this regard, allow me to congratulate those small and young Provinces which, with great sacrifice, have seriously undertaken and intelligently realized this aspect of formation.

-
At the same time it is important not to waste the energies we already have, namely the specialists and scholars presently in the Provinces. This became evident from our recent Convention of the Scholars of the Order. It is an isue which must seriously be reconsidered: there are many ex-teachers, friars with degrees, etc. whose talents are not properly utilized. This causes harm to the cultural and spiritual life of the Province itself. It negatively affects these friars themselves and the future of both the Provincial and International Fraternity of the Order.

-
Finally it is necessary that the Superiors provide economically for the needs of scholarship.

Specifically, here I am thinking of cultural means.


Every Province should have at least a central library which is well-equipped and provided with reference material especially in sacred and franciscan sciences. For example, why not organize libraries specialized in franciscan works? These could be open even to the public, especially in the more frequented places, such as shrines, parishes, youth centers, etc. [Constitutions 40,5].

Museums can collect works of art and other articles which witness our life. Where it is not yet done, archives can be scientifically organized. You can find assistance in this task from our brothers of the Historical Institute.

Your creativity and consciousness of your own environment will suggest more than I can hope to indicate here.

3. Some aspects of initial formation must also be reconsidered.

We have to praise the initiatives of the General Office for Formation which, with the total support of the General Definitory, has organized Conventions for the Masters of Novices and (already in preparation) for Those Responsible for the Post Novitiate (September 1987).

There are three aspects which I would like to emphasize in this regard:

-
We must reconsider the organization of our student houses. It is not good that they struggle simply to survive with a few friars living a life of privation from all points of view, perhaps for the sake of keeping the house open. Where it is possible, it is better to organize one's student houses either in collaboration with neighbouring Provinces or with brothers of other Orders and Franciscan Institutes [Constitutions 39,5].

Where this is not possible, care must be taken regarding our specific religious and cultural formation in a serious and organized manner through specific franciscan courses, etc. Culture is not something abstract; it must be incarnated in one's environment and spirituality. Our Constitutions state:

"If, during the period of initial formation, brothers attend centres of training outside the Order, according to the conditions and needs of the region and of the Province, their Capuchin Franciscan religious formation must always be carefully provided for" [Constitutions 39,6].

-
In this context it is necessary that in all the circumscriptions the postulancy and post-novitiate be organized as to function in favor of a franciscan formation and culture. There certainly will be helpful suggestions and ideas presented during the Convention of Those Responsible for the Post-Novitiate in September 1987. In fact, especially concerning the Post-Novitiate, there is a strong feeling in the Order of its necessity, but there is still resistance and little experience to help understand how it can be organized practically [IV PCO 67-69; Constitutions 30, 1-3]. Make your own contribution of experiences and ideas.

-
It would be good to remember what the Constitutions express regarding the Post-Novitiate in stating: "Since fraternal gospel life holds the primary place in our vocation … the same religious formation shall be given to all the brothers" [Constitutions 30,2].

Totally convinced and with the authority of the Constitutions, I wish to remind all the brothers and especially those brothers called to the service of authority and formation, of two serious and necessary elements for a balanced growth of our Order.

First: We have the fundamental obligation to give each brother the Lord gives our fraternity the time and means for a human, religious and professional formation, according to the talents which the Lord Himself has given and the service he is to render the fraternity and the people of God. We cannot fall short of these obligations because demands placed on us by our work or economic condition, which are to be resolved through other channels in fraternal collaboration with the members of the Province [Constitutions 30,2: "Therefore the same religious formation shall be given to all the brothers for the period of time and in a manner determined by the provincial minister with the consent of the definitory. The brothers should apply themselves, in keeping with each one's gifts of nature and grace to a more profound study..."].

Second: The brothers called to the priesthood have a particular obligation. They must prepare themselves to be "teachers in Israel" (John 3,10) through an appropriate and systematic course of studies. We cannot present a brother for sacred orders who has scraped together courses here and there, perhaps even with the harmful connivance of some teacher or pastor. This does not mean that particular cases cannot be resolved differently, but the ordinary course is the one indicated.

4. I have to admit that the Order has made great efforts implementing ongoing formation. There are wonderful initiatives taken both on an Order level (until now at our International College - soon at Frascati) and in the different areas and Provinces. Provincial bulletins often speak of conventions, encounters, courses, etc. It is a work of primary importance according to the mind of the Church.

Precisely because of the importance of this matter, too much can never be done. As I mentioned before, the feeling that everything is in order is a wound which is not easily healed. I would like us to reconsider and begin to practice what the IV PCO has to say in this regard:

"Without a doubt, making oneself responsible for one's own ongoing formation is firstly a personal obligation of the individual religious. It is a duty, but also a right, to which everything else must be subordinate because ongoing formation is nothing but the continuous unfolding of our vocation. But at the same time this formation must be regarded by the Province and its superiors as a serious obligation towards the friars. Every Province should have regulations in this regard and do everything to encourage renewal of the religious, thus creating a climate in which ongoing formation cannot only find a place but is considered a normal thing" [IV PCO 72; also nos.73-76.].

IV. OUR SCHOLARS

1. Function of the Scholars

A special word must be addressed to our scholarly brothers. The cultural potential of the Order is in some way centered in them and they have received the particular charism of examining more deeply the truth and communicating the "divine words"; therefore we must "honor and respect them because they give us spirit and life" [Testament 13].

They fulfill an extremely important function in the Order when they measure up to the full level of their competency.

First of all, they are called to be specialists in the various disciplines, researching and probing more deeply, contributing in this way to building up the truth. They become in the fraternity an authoritative and competent resource available for studies, conferences, counsels, etc. They are an encouragement for others to study as well as an example of untiring commitment and seriousness of life. Who does not remember some of our old "lectors" or even our young "professors" who have been in some way the fathers of our Provinces, shining like lights and sources of inspiration? In particular, they continue and transmit that long tradition in the Order we could call "bonaventurian" which is knowledge and love at the same time, scientific research and goodness of life, which is more properly defined as wisdom, the "wisdom of the heart".

In view of their particular inclination towards wisdom they become important mediators between the Order, the Church and society, pointing out and explaining the signs of the times, that is, the social cultural phenomena of our times, and developing the apostolic dimension and pastoral applications to be studied. They often became and become bearers of profound peace for us and all people by their deepening of the knowledge of man's interior being.

Finally it is the function of these brothers to promote within the Order a serene self-criticism in its most positive sense. By deepening their knowledge of the Word of God, our history, and spirituality, they are able to perceive facts more objectively and offer models to inspire our lives. A service therefore of discernment and, if you wish, proposal, perhaps not always pleasing, but certainly of great importance.

These duties of a deeper understanding of the world in which we live become even more important for our scholars because our world is filled with information and news which, in order that they not be distractive and misleading for us, must be reviewed, evaluated, selected, elaborated, organized. They must go beyond the level of simple surface impressions and of "news" to a level of "truth", science and life.

It is true, but sad, to say that Provinces weaken and "burn out" where scholarly friars, in the sense in which we have been speaking, are lacking.

On the contrary, there is no need to remind you of all the good which has been done and is being done in the Order by the scholars of our Historical Institute, the professors of the Franciscan Institute of Spirituality and the other scientific institutes and universities, the authors, researchers, and especially the teachers of the various circumscriptions. It is an often hidden and ungratifying task, but one which is fundamental.

May the Lord bless, assist and reward them.

In my own name and that of the General Definitory I thank them for their fraternal and invaluable contribution, given with humble patient love, to the life of the Order.

2. Light and Dark Situation

Everyone stated that the recent Convention of the Scholars of the Order was, even with its limitations, an important event.

The analysis of the situation formulated by these brothers during the Convention contains positive and negative aspects.

Among the positive aspects:

- 
There is a relatively appreciable number of scholarly friars. Because of this, it was unfortunately necessary to limit the number of participants, including only a few friars from each Conference.

-
They are spread through all the geographic areas. We can say that in practically all the circumscriptions there is a good number, even if they are not always distributed well.

-
Finally - and this is the more important aspect - the quality, commitment and variety of specialization of our scholarly friars was evident.

There exist however a number of negative aspects, which can be summarized in the following:


-
There is a lack of specific work, aggravated by the absence of student houses. The group of teachers who at one time lived, worked and collaborated with each other in the same center is now dispersed.

-
These have been assigned to other areas which, often, are not suitable to their specialization and formation. Their life thus is impoverished and with it the cultural level of the Province.

-
Consequently, they are emarginated in the Province, causing mistrust and a loss of identity and incisiveness.

-
When considering the geographic distribution of our scholarly friars, we have to admit that the Custodies are the less advantageous areas. This is a particularly unfortunate fact because it implies a lack of formators and consequently of future growth in the Order. This is another fact to be reconsidered and resolved by those responsible. Strides are being made in this direction from the center, with practical measures as well, in as much as we find an openness and collaboration with the friars.

3. Situation which must change

I call your attention to the difficult situation which these negative aspects constitute, particularly the attention of our scholars themselves and the superiors, because I am certain that something can and must be done.

For example:

-
The scholars themselves must be aware of their role, even in the midst of difficulties. In fact, through difficulties and therefore through re-evaluation and a purification will they be able to better understand their present function and importance.

It is important therefore that they "produce". For the very importance of the matter: research, writing, conferences, teaching, etc. are all a part of their function, in a sense their ministry [Constitutions 40,4].

-
It is also necessary that the Provinces regain an awareness of the importance of their scholars and how they have become and are becoming impoverished. They are always compelled to have recourse to outsiders for courses, retreats, conferences study encounters, etc. It would be ideal if the contribution of the scholars of our fraternities could be integrated with that of the outsiders. In that way the result would be a harmonious and balanced direction between the consciousness, demands and sensitivities of our spirituality and those of an openness to the Church and society in general.

-
A particular aspect to take care of is that of the languages, a timely aspect for many reasons; but in the present context two especially come to mind.

First of all, in a world where people live so closely and cultural exchanges are so intense, the knowledge of languages serves in an excellent way to bring people closer together, especially members of our Order.

Besides, and in a more practical sense, scholars who know other languages could be useful in areas other than their own, especially those new circumscriptions which are rich in young men and vocations.

-
Even here it is a specific duty of the Major Superiors to promote study and scholars: supporting them, even psychologically; engaging them in tasks which are suited to their specializations; letting them serve as a "critical voice"; encouraging them to write and publish; and not having fears in assisting them financially.

-
It is necessary, finally, to try to bring about a greater interaction on the various levels of areas, nations, continents, through conventions, institutes, periodicals, etc.

To help encourage and stimulate these initiatives and as a result of the Convention of the Scholars held in Rome, a Committee has been established, composed of eight members from different areas, "with the specific task of organizing encounters dealing with specific topics or for specific linguistic areas" [Minister General's Letter to the Presidents of the Conferences, to the Brothers of the Committee and to their Provincials, March 3rd 1986.].

4. Directional Proposal

Having come to the end of these fraternal reflections, I would like to offer a suggestion, valid for all, but especially for our scholarly friars.

We are all aware of the fact that poverty is an essential element of our charism. So too, consequently, is the attention and love we should have for all those who in any way are poor: those who suffer unjustly, those who live without security, the sick, aged, emarginated, unemployed...Those Provinces are truly fortunate who have been able to keep themselves in contact with the little ones of this world, those to whom the Heavenly Father has revealed things hidden to the wise (Matt. 11,25)! This permanent contact and solidarity with the poor and with those who fight for justice will have helped to bring about an authentic gospel life for our friars and will have rendered them credible before the people, in. such a way as to allow them to proclaim the Good News in a language today's man can understand and accept - even among those brothers and sisters who are not acquainted with poverty in the suffering it causes and the gospel value it contains.

Perhaps - and here is the proposal - we should take a last step to concretize our charism according to the present demands and indications which come to us today even from the Church. The matter in hand is to seriously become the voice of the poor even scientifically. That is, we must become a point of reference, a conscious and evident sign of fraternity, justice and evangelical, researched, lived peace -promoted with love.

The Capuchin scholars in particular, without detracting from the demands of their own specializations, could develop a specific scientific sensitivity for the fraternity and the poor in a context of minority. This would be an essential way to realize the cultural apostolate of which I spoke, "a true ministry", but also a constant confrontation with reality, a vital exchange between theory and practice, between reality and reflection, which is so necessary for study and rooted in our franciscan theological spiritual tradition. The scholar would further fulfil his function as "antenna" receiving the life (past and present), but a live antenna which re-elaborates and promotes life.

I willingly go back to a "proposal" regarding the building up of a "civilization of love" [How to build a society of love, proposed by the Slavic Group during the Convention of the Scholars of the Order, Rome, September 1985.], which - it is not necessary to say so - finds its inspiration in the Gospel and its profound explanations and applications - with very sad accents at times - especially in the teachings of Paul VI and John Paul II. The "Redemptor Hominis" places the text of Matthew (25,31-46) at the center of this Christian civilization; the text has been defined as a "summary of the Gospel" [This is how the Assembly of the Ecumenical Council of Churches (Geneva 1966) (in which Catholics also participate) defined it. cfr. How to build a society of love.]:

"This responsibility becomes especially evident for us Christians when we recall - and we should all recall it - the scene of the last judgement according to the words of Christ related in Matthew's Gospel. This eschatological scene must always be 'applied' to man's history; it must always be made the 'measure' for human acts as an essential outline for an examination of conscience by each and every one" [John Paul II, Redemptor Hominis, 16.].

Brothers, I realize that I have emphasized the intellectual aspect of our life; but I did so expressly because it is especially study and those problems related to it that I wanted to underline. However, I certainly have not forgotten the basic reason for all of this: make use of everything as a means to achieve a fullness in Truth and Love, that is, to live better and fully our vocation and to be able to make Christ, the Word of God, better known in our world. This is the will of the Church and our spirituality. St. Francis stated that he "was pleased" that "brother Anthony" should teach "sacred theology to the friars", as long as it was in view of a greater "spirit of prayer and devotion, as is written in the Rule" [Letter to Brother Antony]. And St. Bonaventure affirms that wisdom begins with understanding and finishes in that love which has no other limits than ' its own intensity [St. Bonaventure, II Sent., 35, conclusion.]. In short: all the tradition of franciscan spirituality and thought in this follows St. Bonaventure who, as a true son of St. Francis, wanted to understand in order to love more and better [St. Bonaventure, In Hexaem.,coll.17,n.6; Red.art.,n.26.].

Because it enters our topic, it is good that we read what Celano has to say about St. Francis:

"Grasping the wisdom that is of God from above and enlightened by the rays of eternal light, he had a deep understanding of the Scriptures. For his genius, free from all stain, penetrated the hidden things of mysteries, and where the knowledge of the masters is something external, the affection of one who loves enters within the thing itself. At times he would read the sacred books and what he put into his mind once he wrote indelibly in his heart" [2 Celano 102].

The Spirit of God, "Spirit of wisdom and understanding", and the Virgin Mother and Seat of Wisdom Who is Christ the Lord, be with you in this arduous and joyful course which will bring us to those precious gifts we can enjoy and must give to others: the light and fire of God.

Rome: 13 June 1986
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