Circular Letter no. 9

Assisi, 3.10.1990

TO ALL MY BROTHER NOVICES

AND TO THEIR FORMATORS

"If someone, through divine inspiration, 

wishing to choose this life, 

shall come to our brothers, 

they may be received benignly" (Rnb II)

To all my brother Novices, 

and to you Masters and Confreres 

called to the service of formation 

in the Novitiate Houses of our Order,

my cordial and fraternal greetings.

Dearest brothers, the Lord take care of you and bless you!

We have hearts filled with joy for the celebration of the blessed transitus and for the solemnity of St. Francis of Assisi: a day that stimulates us, as always, to see again the life and spirituality of our Father, the vitality of the franciscan charism and the actuality of our Capuchin Order, It invites us, in a manner always new, to reflection and evaluation.

This year the celebration occurs in a particular ecclesial context: The synod of the bishops which has as its specific theme the formation of the priests in the present circumstances is in full course. This coincidence leads me to approach you in particular, brother Masters and dearest novices, in order to propose some considerations which I hold to be basic in the process of a valid initial formation. The observations obviously apply to all those who are called: clerics and non-clerics alike.

1. The importance of formation

In these last years the magisterium of the Church, the Order and the ecclesial community have repeatedly called our attention to the problem of formation to the consecrated life and to the priestly life - a problem of universal interest and of great urgency.

Let us remember well the urgent appeal of the lay auditors at the Synod of 1987 and the proposition formulated at the conclusion by the Synodal Fathers which invited the presbyters and the candidates for Holy Orders to "prepare themselves accurately" [John Paul II, Apostolic Exhortation Christifideles laid, Rome, 30 December 1988, n. 61.] for their ministries. Let us remember the concern of our Order for the formative sector: IV PCO (1981) and the two International Meetings of the Order (1984 and 1987) for Novice Masters and those Responsible for the post-novitiate. There is also as a strong commitment in the sector of Ongoing Formation, and the alert, continuous activity of our General Office of Formation, which is organising, for the year 1991, an International Meeting on Ongoing Formation. 

We all have in mind the recent document: Directives on Formation in Religious Institutes, addressed to the religious by the Congregation for the Institutes of Consecrated Life and the Societies of Apostolic Life, [Instruction Potissimum institutioni (PI), Congregation for the Institutes of Consecrated Life and the Societies of Apostolic Life (CIVC-SVA), Rome, 2 February 1990.] which reaffirmed the counciliar principle: "The renewal of the religious institutes depends mainly on the formation of their members. [PC 1; PI 1.] Such a principle underlines, first of all, the great importance of the Novitiate and energetically recalls the role of the Novice Masters and of their spiritual accompanists. [Cf. PI nn. 45-57.]

The Pope, after listening to the opinion of the Episcopal Conferences and of the Union of Superiors General, proposed the theme of the formation of priests as the topic of study for the Synod and recalled the development and progress that has occurred in the course of the last decades in the area of priestly formation.[Cf. John Paul II, epistula, Ad universos Ecclesiae Episcopos, adveniente Feria V in Cena Domini, die VIII mensis Aprilis anno MCMLXXIX; AAS 71 (1979) 392; Cf. Jan P. Schotte, C.I.C.M. Secretary General, Lineamenta for the Synod of the Bishops 1990, Prologue.]

All this active interest in the Church and in the Order causes us to reflect on the importance which is given to formation, on the very great responsibility of those appointed to the formative sector and on the present expectations and demands of the people of God.

Certainly the primary agent of formation is the Holy Spirit: "The formation of the Religious is essentially a theological work, in its source and in its objective".[PI 110.] But also the persons called to collaborate must feel themselves strongly committed.[Cf. IV PCO 77-83.]

2. The Present Context

We have just concluded the celebration of the Second Conference of the Scholars of the Order which had as its theme: "Towards a new religious sense? - A Franciscan reading of secularity". In the reports and the syntheses by the study groups taken as a whole, we had to have a broad vision of the secularization in the present world in its positive and negative aspects. In a climate in which secularization is very strong: a climate of individualism and subjectivism, of efficiency, of a crisis of values, of superficiality, of emptiness, of dissipation and, at the same time, of much expectation and of search for the sacred in its many manifestations, the Church forcefully places the centrality of her attention on the formation of new vocations.

Dearest brothers, these choices and these considerations make us reflect seriously. We live in this historical moment and we are invited to follow Jesus Christ, to assimilate his Gospel and the Revelation contained in it, to be the valid envoys for transmitting it to our brothers and sister of the present time. The need for an adequate formation is inherent in all these.

3. A favourable moment to reflect

In these weeks, the life of fraternity, in many of our circumscriptions, resumes after the period of summer vacations, or comes to a close after a period of scholastic, social and pastoral activity.

I have before me a report of the houses of novitiate in the diversity of their structures, in the delicacy of their problems, in the fundamental importance of the institutions and in the irreplaceable incidence of the typical formative activity of the novitiate. I am reminded of the indications of canonical legislation and those of our Constitutions. [Constitutions 17 ff.]

And I also reflect on the characteristics of the months of September and October, so rich in memories for our capuchin vocation. In these months we remember many of our confrere saints and the exceptional figure of our Seraphic Father St. Francis.

We cannot neglect a moment as strong and significant for our Order, particularly now that the Lord blesses us with new vocations; when with immense joy we assist in the re-flowering of our charism in many countries of Central and Eastern Europe and after the publication of the text of our renewed Constitutions (August 1990), officially approved by the Holy See. I feel like coming to you brothers, Novice Masters and novices, to encourage you, to tell you a word of greeting, and to offer you some guidelines for the formative moment in which you are living.

4. Some concrete indications

A. To you brother Masters

The Lord, through the mandate of the Superiors, has entrusted to you the care, assistance and formation in the capuchin religious life of our brother novices. It is a patient, continuous, attentive and discrete task, but one which is live, assiduous and operative. It daily demands all your energies, in the active peace of your spirit.

The Constitutions clearly describe the nature of the Novitiate. It is "a period of more intense initiation and of a deeper experience of the Capuchin Franciscan life of the Gospel in its fundamental demands". [Constitutions 29,1; Cf. IV PCO 64.] It is not simply teaching, but rather a true initiation, which the recent document of the Congregation indicates: initiation into the knowledge of Christ; into the paschal mystery of Christ; into the fraternal life of the Gospel; into the history and spirituality of the institute. [Cf. PI 47.] It is essential to your office that you know how to propose to youth the charism and identity that they are called to know and live.

It is very important that you are able to present to the novices the values that unite, which make us all one fraternity, not in a sentimental or sociological sense but in an evangelical sense. And this, please note well, in sensitivity to your own respective culture, in a patient and enlightened research animated by profound faith.

I think, dearest brothers, that your task, besides that which has been indicated by the legislation of the Church and our Order, may have to be programmed in some very precise directions:

1 ° Help the integral formation of the candidates

Here we speak of the need to discern, illuminated by the Spirit, the more suitable moments 
and the more opportune forms to help our youth to be aware of their own conscience, of 
their own 'ego', of their own strengths and of their vocation. They need to be helped to 
discover and to read the gifts of nature and of grace and to be conducted to bring to maturity 
in their lives the plan of God, which should be approached with the maximum respect and 
with a great sense of responsibility (Cf. Eph 4:11-16). Appreciating the spirit of personal 
initiative and the creativity of youth, it is necessary to help them to make valid, consistent 
and motivated choices: choices which spring from our charism, our history, and our 
spirituality. It is necessary to accompany them that they may learn to structure their day 
seriously, to avoid improvisations, times of emptiness and boredom.

It is necessary to initiate our younger brothers into a deep Christian life, to constantly put at 
the centre of our contribution the figure, Message, and sacred person of Jesus Christ. And 
one obtains this, above all, (for the today and the tomorrow of the youth) by forming oneself 
in the habit of interiorization; in the capacity to lead a life of prayer, which demands 
prolonged times of prayer, solitude, and silence.[Cf. PI 50.]  All these call for some clear 
break with the external without flights and mystifications. Youth must be enlightened to the 
significance of religious life, to the importance of spiritual guidance, to the beauty and 
positiveness of the demands of the vows of poverty, obedience and chastity, which are 
inexhaustible sources of joy. It is necessary to initiate them into the dynamics of the 
fraternity: meetings on the Word of God, dialogue, days of fraternity, local chapters etc...

An example of the total integration of the values of a vocation in one's personality and in 
daily life is the Virgin Mother of God; it is necessary to propose her to the youth who are 
called.

2° Favour the animation of the formative fraternity of the Novitiate

The brothers present in the house of novitiate do not only have the task of giving numerical 
consistency to the fraternity or of carrying out pastoral service; since they are a living part of 
one fraternity of formation, they cannot delegate the formative task to others. Although their 
competencies are different, they are called to formation in a concrete way by means of an 
active participation in the life of prayer and liturgy; they are invited to personal conversion, 
renewal, and ongoing formation; they are seriously obliged to give their own opinions and, 
at opportune moments, their own observations and evaluations of the novices.

The animator of the fraternity is certainly the local superior. But the Master, in the role that 
he performs, must constantly work with him to promote, in a fraternal and prudent way, a 
climate of reciprocal esteem, openness, fraternal affection, seriousness and true joy in the 
fraternity.

3 ° Promote the involvement of the provincial fraternity in two directions:

•
opening of the novices towards the provincial fraternity;

•
affectionate attention of the provincial fraternity to the novices.

It is a consolation for the whole province to have novices, but collaboration, understanding 
and mutual esteem are the tasks of all. Naturally, this is true whether the novices live in a 
fraternity of the province, or in a fraternity outside of it. We must get used to thinking, 
working and collaborating together in order to overcome the limits of provincialism in this 
sphere. Our young brothers must be led to live a life of authentic fraternity, taking well into 
account that it should not be confused with dispersion or going out for every occasion, in 
every direction and for every event at the level of the provincial fraternity, the parish or the 
diocese.

4 ° Develop in the novices a love for the Order and for the local and universal Church

Place before them the life of the Church, the documents of the Magisterium and of the Order. A profound sense of love and fidelity to the Church, to the Pope and to the other pastors of the Church is essential to a franciscan-capuchin vocation. St. Francis, through the Rule, his writings, and above all through his own example, teaches us and strongly obliges us to do this. One cannot speak of an "ecclesial sense" if there is no love for the persons of the Church. The Church is not an abstract reality, but the concrete people of God, with virtue and vices; and such, as it is, a people loved by God.

5 ° Above all, be faithful to the accompaniment of our novices

Remember that "the Novitiate is the place of your ministry, and as a consequence that of a permanent availability to those who are entrusted to you".[PI 52; Cf. Constitutions 26,4.] Your actions should constantly favour the process of personal growth, with careful attention to that which God wants from each brother. Be always present in daily life, putting aside every commitment that turns you away from there.

B. To you brother Novices

It is always a great joy for me to meet the brother novices. I esteem you as the most beautiful gifts that the Lord gives to our Order. I appreciate in you the courage to say "yes" to the Lord who invites you, and I see in you the hope of a future in which the significance of our charism will be ever-relevant and which, through you, will continue to be operative in the Church.

With a joyful and trembling heart I entrust to you the following words.

1 ° Be accountable to the call of God

It may seem something to be taken for granted, but the profundity of this gift cannot be so easily understood. It is easy to deceive oneself into following a personal ideal or one's own choices. Our "yes" should be only to the ONE who is higher than us, who addresses the invitation to us. And one who receives an extraordinary invitation from an exceptional Person seeks to make his choices and his behaviours match those of the person who invited him, and he compares his own desires and plans with those of the other.

Very often it is the weakness of one's own conviction to this that renders us less available to others, authorizes us to manage and programme our life in-dividualistically, to assume behaviours that have more in common with a trade union than with a fraternity, etc. In a word, do not forget the proposals and expectations of Jesus who calls us.

2 ° Place yourselves in an attitude of humble listening in order to know God's plan for you

It is the attitude of the most Blessed Mother. The plan of God is always noble, great and unrepeatable. Only God knows it in all its width and in all its demands. The "yes" said at the beginning is only the first step in entering into this design. The prayer of listening and of abandonment is necessary to be able to know and live this "yes". In this listening, God manifests himself and daily makes us comprehend more and more of what he wants from us. In our abandonment, we open a space for the Holy Spirit. To prayer should be added the confidence in and docility to a spiritual guide, which should never be lacking if we want to make a true and sure spiritual journey.

My young brothers, so that these means placed at our disposition by the goodness of God might be truly efficacious, it is necessary to have a climate of concentration which permits the reception of the voice of God and facilitates putting it into action.

The fundamental purpose of the Novitiate is "that the novices better recognise their divine vocation and one which is, moreover, proper to the institute, that they experience the institute's manner of living, that they be formed in mind and heart by its spirit, and that their intention and suitability be tested".[Can 646; Cf. Constitutions 29,1; IV PCO 64.]

This time of your existence is the opportune moment to reflect seriously on our Seraphic Father's "dream of Spoleto".[1 Cel 11,5. Omnibus, pp. 232-233.] When Francis understood that the moment had arrived to serve the Master (and not the servant!), his whole life changed radically and continuously, always modifying more deeply his mentality and behaviours. He became the Gospel man, the new man.

Remember well that the year of Novitiate is a unique and extraordinary grace in and for your whole life.

3 ° Attend to a formation which is motivated, serious and in harmony with our vocation

Each day is new and each day we can know a little more of the true significance of our call. The one who guides our life is God. And He wants — through Jesus Christ — to write with you a wonderful story. Only total fidelity to God gives an effective serenity and capacity and a profound desire to be in Jesus Christ.

4° Face the crosses of the life with serenity

The cross marked the whole life of Francis, from the moment of his exit from the world to the transfiguration on La Verna. We cannot become true franciscans if there is no true love for the cross. This is an evangelical element underlying the following of Jesus: "If anyone wants to come after me, he must deny himself, take up his cross day by day and follow me" (Lk 9:23). And He himself makes us grasp the value of the cross and that will make us love.

The cross demands detachment from oneself, a joyfully accepted evangelical asceticism, and a courageous acceptance of the mystery of suffering.[Cf. PI 47.] Small, but true, crosses are always there: difficult situations, renunciation, discomforts, deprivations, poor health, etc.

With regard to the love of the cross I would like to narrate an episode in the life of one brother who — like St. Francis — "knew" and carried in his flesh the cross of Jesus: Padre Pio of Pietrelcina.

One day, while he was sick, a group of devotees went to see him, to pray for him and to support him with their affection. Knowing that it was not possible to meet him, they prepared many letters that would be given to him. And thus, upon arriving at San Giovanni Rotondo, the pilgrims entrusted the letters to the group animator who was a confrere of ours. He came to the cell of Padre Pio and gave all the letters to him. Padre Pio, holding the unopened letters in his hand said to the brother: "Guaglid (= boy), these are the people who ask to abandon the cross the Lord has given them...." And grieving, he continued, "and you cannot, you cannot, you cannot!..." What a gift it is to accept, to love and to live the cross! It is the salvation of the world.

5 ° Commit yourselves seriously to the study demanded at the time of novitiate

Study the Word of God, the liturgy, the life of Jesus Christ, the writings of St. Francis, the first biographies of the Saint, the history of our Capuchin Reform, and the Constitutions.[Cf. PI 47; Constitutions 29,3; IV PCO 65.] Study, as St. Bonaventure teaches, is a way that leads us to the "knowledge" (in the biblical sense) of God. Our Saint Doctor says: Nobody knows this mysterious and hidden wisdom if he does not receive, no one receives it if he does not desire it and no one desires it if he is not inflamed deep down inside by the Holy Spirit sent by Christ".[St. Bonaventure, Itinerarium mentis in Deum, VII, 4.]

6 ° Prepare yourselves for your Consecration

A final word, dear novices, that would serve you for the Novitiate and for the whole period of your formation.

For what do you prepare yourselves during your formation? In many places one responds: for the mission. And it is true in a certain sense: in an indirect sense. At times confusions come up regarding this question that can be very harmful to your formative journey. In fact we mix them together: mission, insertion, pastoral work, etc....[Cf. Congregation for the Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, Directives on Formation in Religious Institutes, Rome 2 February 1990, nn. 47, 50.]

No, brothers, the Lord calls you to stay with him and also to go out to preach (Cf. Mk 3:14). You are being prepared directly to know, understand and live the reality and the demands of your consecration. Consecration, in its deepest sense, means total belongingness to God. We shall carry within ourselves the seal of God: "Sacred to the Lord" (Ez 28:36). This the fulcrum, the main axis of our life. It is this specific consecration in our vocation that manifests the great goodness of God and also our religious quality. This reality must be deepened and lived in faith, secure in the knowledge that we are sustained by the fidelity of God and by fraternal help. All that is a source of gratitude and of generous response to the Lord.

Many of the defections among our youth find their true cause in the absence of this gratitude for, understanding and love of the consecration which God makes of us and in us. And this is true - I repeat it - for the whole period of initial Formation, but above all and unequivocally, for the period of Novitiate.

If you understand this, the "mission" will be assured; You are certain of it! This is what occurred in our saints.

CONCLUSION

Brothers, this is what I greatly desired to tell you at this moment of your life in the Church and in the Order.

May the reflections of the Synod of Bishops 1990 find all of us attentive and docile listeners of the Holy Spirit who acts in the heart of each one, so that we may collaborate with him in the realization of the plan of God.

May the month of October, which is specifically missionary and "Marian", make us sensitive to the yearning for evangelization, and stimulate us to proceed in our formative journey with heart and mind turned to Mary, the Mother of the Church and our Mother, in order to obtain from her the grace of daily fidelity.

May the image of our Seraphic Father be always present to you. And may my fraternal remembrance and my cordial blessing comfort you.

Yours most affectionately

Br. Flavio Roberto Carraro 

Minister General OFMCap

ASSISI: 
3 October 1990



Blessed transitus of our Father St. Francis.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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