Retreat   11/10/01 -  IN FRATERNITY by the Dick Morton and Pat Brandwein-Ball

Present were members of Mother Marrianne, Our Lady’s Little Portion, and Larks of Umbra Fraternities. We also had some visitors.

Pat began by asking us to looking back at our profession – How did you feel? Where we were, where our hearts were. Words of Profession, “ I promise to live all the days of my life the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ in the Secular Franciscan Order by observing its rule of life. May the grace of the Holy Spirit, the intercession of the Blessed Virgin Mary and our father St. Francis, and the fraternal bonds of community always be my help, so that I may reach the goal of perfect Christian love.”

What were our thoughts at the time of our profession – Excitement! - Was it the right decision? - Are we still going or has the flame gone out so you can barely see the embers?  Where are we going now? Where are our dreams going? 

We were asked to list our thoughts on what were expected and felt:

1. Affirmation and Encouragement

2. Ready to Evangelize the Whole World

3. Peace – Internal and External

4. This was lasting

5. Community – that is family oriented

6. Reach out to Poor and Others

7. Direction – Path

8. Closeness with God – Spiritual Growth – a Hunger – a Burning – a Thirst – a Stronger Faith

9. Less Worldly – more compassionate – open – patient!

10. Spiritual Support

11. Joy

Dick explained that he was looking for something deeper. He joined Men’s Clubs and that was social – no spiritual growth.

Then he started in the Franciscans. Francis was thought of as the Bird Bath saint.

Pat and Dick preformed a skit about a disillusioned member going to talk to his minister. As he enters the room where she sits at her desk that is full of papers and work, he begins to explain that he feels that this path that he has chosen is not what he expected. He sees no love in some fraternity members. And the minister agrees as she looks for her paper. Francis said we should love our Brothers and Sisters, he continues as she grabs her work pad. Surely something is missing, he says, as she can’t find her pencil to write a note that she needs to remember. He concludes, Maybe I’ll drop out. This gets her attention. She agrees that we have problems, but well, so, ok, lets – uh well, Think about it and thank you for coming and my office is open any time. He thanks her and leaves rather bewildered.

Now think of our own Fraternities – Lack of fraternal life – lack of prayer life, lack of spirituality? What do you see in this skit that relations to your Fraternity or to your own family?

Then we gathered into groups to outline our Fraternities.

In our group we had some from each fraternity and our visitor.

1. Too much business at our General meetings- keep most business in council

2. Ministers are bogged down with paper work

3. Bonding and “all over unity” as family in our Fraternities are excellent  

4. Need less formalizing and more fraternizing 

From all groups :

So the PRESENT REALITY in our Fraternities of needs and problems

1. Love them all – no solution

2. Have mini pilgrimages as a general meeting

3. On-going formation directed to Franciscan Spirituality

4. Take more time teaching 

5. Leave Business out of General Meeting

6. Outreach to lapsed & absentee Members

7. Help emerging Fraternities form their ministries

8. Attendance problem

9. Rote prayer

10. Relationships in Fraternity – become family

11. Need – better, more, less, concise – organization

Dick pointed out that now the stage is set for thinking about our Fraternities – everything run down hill! It peaks then DOWN. We can’t consider this going down hill as failure. Nothing is perfect.

There is no ideal – each is different. As we look over these lists we see mechanical problems, which are solvable. Relationships are harder. We need to work to get back on the uphill track. Look at ourselves, at our depths of our spirituality, at our hearts. We cannot hand pick “like” people. We have to take them as they come. Quoting from “The God Within” from  – Behold the Beauty of the Lord: Praying with Icons by Henri Nouwen, Dick said God dwells within each one of us and the Spirit causes us to form community and out of this comes a force that changes the world. “The God Within : That God reveals the fullness of divine love first of all in community, and that the proclamation of the good news finds its main source there has radical consequences for our lives. Because now the question is no longer: How can I best develop my spiritual life and share it with others? but Where do we find the community of faith to which the Spirit of God descends and from which God’s message of hope and love can be brought as a light into the world? Once this question becomes our main concern we can no longer separate the spiritual life from life in community, belonging to God from belonging to each other and seeing Christ from seeing one another in Him.”  

Pat then said that Community is strangers coming together for a purpose. Fraternity is brothers and sisters who come together to journey together to the Father. Here is more care than a neighbor or a stranger. We come as brothers and sisters of Jesus Christ because He is son of the Father. We are called through creation, then Baptism, and now in Profession. The ability to respond to each other becomes a responsibility. Our meetings become family reunions – families gathered by the Holy Spirit. It is not for how “I” develop “My” spiritual life but how “We” become a light to the World.

There has to be space for the Spirit to work. Not “I-ness”, not “Busyness” ( “Business” ). 

Then there is the Church at large – we have family, Church, SFO. In terms of how Francis did it, we must make room, can’t do this by ourselves, especially not in our busyness.

It is God’s work, but we have to say yes and jump in whole-heartedly with all feet into God’s plan.

We grow and change and see with new eyes and come to maturity. 

If we connect all of the lists we compiled today, we come up with HOPE. Yes we have differences -  some serve too long, some none, some don’t want change, some do, some control, some are too loose, some remote, some need attention and take all the time.

Now look at SELF – peal the onion and get to the kernel of life. Take 15 minutes and enter into the Spirit of God. What do “I” bring to fraternity that is life giving. What do we need to individually let go of? It is gratifying and terrifying to be alone with self. 

Pat read from Behold the Beauty of the Lord: “The Community of Faith” -  Community is first and foremost a gift of the Holy Spirit, not built upon mutual compatibility, shared affection or common interest, but upon having received the same divine breath, having been given a heart set aflame by the same divine fire and having been embraced by the same divine love. It is the God-within who brings us into communion with each other and makes us one. This message both confronts and consoles us. It confronts us with our inability to heal our own brokenness with self-made solutions, and it consoles us with the revelation that God indeed does want to create among us the unity we most long for.”

We are human. We bring things to the “Community of Faith” which are not life giving. The Divine Plan is for us to come together. So now consider what is not life giving in Fraternity and what “I” bring that is not life giving. This should be an ongoing process for every Fraternity.

 In our group we listed:

1.Negativism – dwelling on the bad problems, clashes in personalities, most of us feel this is all working better now but possibility those who don’t come anymore still feel this negativism. 

2. Meeting are rushed when we do ministries on same day – maybe do on other days or do as the meeting as our ongoing formation.

3. Teachings – not prepared or not cared about – can’t teach on something you are not interested in – need to be more “Franciscan” – but to us everything is Franciscan when we see through “Franciscan glasses”. So teach on something you know and bring out the Franciscan Spirituality in it. And ask for help if you need help- that’s what fraternity is about.

4. Business ruins Spirituality at the General Meeting  

Back together all of us came up with these things that are not LIFE-GIVING in Fraternity:

1. Criticism – for people, of things like pettiness

2. Negativism – personality clashes

3. Debate every little issue

4. Unforgiveness

5.  World issues

6. Prayer time

7. Dull ongoing formation

8. Bringing personal problems to the meeting

9. Ministries and meetings on same day too rushed

10. Lack of confidence in ability to lead

11. Procrastination

12. Interruptions

13. Lack of commitment

14. Ask for help, tell if have problem

15. Lack of evaluation process for incoming members

Pat – The first list, our present reality list, is all structural and fixable. The second, “not life giving” list, goes into relationships which is harder to fix. But working on the first lists may take care of the other.

Working together in the organizing of this retreat brought you together as a fraternity, and you grew together or it could bring you apart.

Dick – Community and Fraternity – Relationships, Community, Fraternity.

From Francis? From Ecumenical Council? From Church?

God exists by giving God away. St Augustine outlined the Trinity - Father, Son, and Holy Spirit –as Giver, Receiver, and the Gift. Love of the Father and the Son is the Holy Spirit. Endless giving, endless receiving is the love between Them. God is an endless explosion of love. We are the image of God, the Trinity.  Therefore we are the image of the Trinity. The Trinity is the endless explosion of the giving of self. We are called to be as human beings, not just Christians, giving to others.

As meditation on the source of Fraternity, we see in Genesis on the 5th day when He made us in the image of self, He made us male and female, because God is Relational. He is in Relationship. And has shared responsibility.

God is patient and tolerates our imperfections as a Community of Faith.

Pat – Look at New Hope. Remember Community is strangers coming together. But Fraternity is family coming together. In Fraternity there is co responsibility. It is not all the Councils responsibility. For unforgiveness, have healing service. We have procrastination, dull ongoing formation, and negativism. Unforgiveness leaves no room for the Spirit.  We can’t be forgiven if we don’t forgive. It is the beginning of Peace – in family, fraternity, church, nations, the world. 

The Minister is not the only one in charge. The Council and the Minister together with the Fraternity are called to form Fraternity.

Pat said, At our Regional Council Meeting we start with personal catch ups - What we have been doing in each of our lives, then we have ongoing formation, then prayer, then the business meeting.  

For ongoing formation the Rule is great. Don’t forget the Prologue. Without the prologue it is just any Vatican II document. With the Prologue it becomes Franciscan – the Spirit of Francis outlined to us. The Rule must be studied with the New Constitutions. We each receive it differently. We walk in the footsteps of Francis. But we don’t tell you what rocks to walk on. Each stride is different. Some are longer or shorter than others.

WE have the inspiration of the Writings of Francis.

The Gift which Christ has given is the Revelation of the Father.

Through the Rule and the Constitution our journey lies.

Dealing with the Non-Life Giving things:

1. Openness – to recognize, to be aware of problems – Welcoming when we take on the solitude of God, become alive.

2. See from others viewpoint – walk   in their shoes

3. Listen – with open mind and open heart – STOP – give full attention – come into Solitude of God; aware of the Holy Spirit

4. Know each other as people – as family

Have more Regional things – more other Fraternities getting together, discuss common problems     

     5. Ask or assign – Some need to be asked or assigned to a small task. Get organized,                    

start in advance, make a calendar, ongoing formation Calendar, advanced planning to take a fraternity into next Council to carry through until the new council gets going

    For Ongoing Formation:

       Catch Me a Rainbow, Too – Recommit self. Do I still have this Vocation? How do I accept this Commitment?

        Rule & Constitution

        Secular Franciscan Spirituality – Look at it through the Eyes of Francis, apply it to the Prologue and the Rule or visa versa then take it out into the work place

    The bulk of the meeting should be Ongoing formation. The General Meeting is a “Reunion” or “Gathering”. It is prayer, ongoing formation, social, and a little Business.

Pat confirmed later that it does not need to be all on one day as long as a fraternity recognizes that the on going formation is an essential element.

Pat – The Efficiency of Organization – Council, Calendar, Organized, Look ahead.

                  Forms and paperwork together in Council

Outline of “Non-attendance Problem” members:

1. Clashes  - personalities, ways of doing things

2. No time – work & family

3. Inactive – can’t come, but still wants to later

4. Lapsed – don’t want to come and will not pay dues

What to do:

     Keep in touch- write, sent info, call

     Ask them what their intentions are? Write to them – “If we do not hear by mmddyy we will remove your name from rolls. This does not remove you from the Order. You will always be a Franciscan once professed and if you wish to return you will be welcomed but have to go back through Formation. 

Fraternity is a major commitment. If you can’t come maybe you are not called to the SFO professed. This does not mean that you are not Franciscan in Spirituality but you are not called to the Order – to the Franciscan life. We cannot be a fix for broken people looking for healing. This can destroy a whole Fraternity. These people need to be weeded out by better discernment.

The Handbook for Secular Franciscans is a guide on how to handle these things.

Dick – Think of a Toy with pegs in it where you hit one peg and another comes up. You hit that one and another pops up. We can’t solve all, just need persistence, love, let some go, if they are taking life away from the Fraternity maybe ask them to go, dedication.

Like marriages can be annulled, so some professed should not be or should not have been professed.

We are NEVER PERFECT. There is no perfect family. We have devicesiveness and tolerance. The Formation Director needs training to discern, to recognize, to weed out better. The new formation book has guidelines for this. The Orientation Period is important to weed out. We are promised that the Order will be here until the end of time.

Find the vision, find ones willing to die for and to live the rest of the your life for this.

Expect to fail, to lose the way, dead ends, but keep up hope and make it work. 

         Intentional Members work and die for fraternity.

         Associational Members are hangers on in fraternity.

         Not many followed Christ after Crucifixion.

Do something different. Dick said he believes that the Spirit is with the Order today. We had the Leonine Rule and now the Pauline Rule. There are differences in terminology –

Under the Leonine rule there were Tertiaries; different rituals; Perfects; Spiritual Directors were Commerceries;

If you did not wear the Scapular, you would not get rights and privileges; No were was Scripture, Jesus, prayer; Contemplative was mentioned; Recite the Divine Office; Meditation was not mentioned; We said the Lord’s Prayer and read Prayers.

NOW we are more spiritual, meditative, contemplatives under the Pauline rule.

The Future: SFO Professed = 17,400                                      

                  In Formation = Number going up 1300

                  Active Fraternities = 750

                 In the Church – Friars and Priest were 4500 in 1900, 2600 in 2000 

                                  So theoretically by would have been “0” by 2000.

                                         The number of Sisters and Religious is going down also.

We the SFO are those to carry on. Be authentic. We have problems. Start with enthusiasm.

We need to dedicate our lives to this or it disappears. Then those we minister to are left out. We need excellence in Formation. No mediocrity, no lukewarm. We need flames. We don’t need dying embers. Fan the flames.

We are a movement not an organization. We are on a mission and need to be pilgrims not tourist. The Pilgrim doesn’t know where he is going, nor how to get there, nor where to stay, nor if there is money enough for the journey. The Tourist knows. The whole thing is planned out for the tourist.

We are a Way of Life, a journey. It is important. Christ is expecting our love. The Spirit is calling.

Dick read from Behold the Beauty of the Lord…

“The community of faith fashioned by the God within, the Holy Spirit, is not fashioned simply for the well-being of its members but for the liberation of the world. Who can take on this task of liberation? If we try to respond to the crying needs of the world as individuals we will soon find ourselves surrounded by “powers and principalities” far beyond our understand or control. Then despair surely awaits us. But “The Descent of the Holy Spirit” reveals that a community fashioned by God can indeed become involved in the struggle for justice and peace without being destroyed by it. Although this community consists of fragile human beings with very limited abilities, it is the Spirit of God who gives it its liberating power.”

