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I. PROFESSION, A GIFT OF THE SPIRIT

The Brothers and Sisters called to the Francisdanin the Secular Fraternity make their
Profession during a specific celebratiormccording to the Ritual proper to the SFO.

This aspect is by no means insignificant, becahsectlebration constitutes the foundational
moment of thedentity of the professed and is simultaneously the condition for a dial®go
take place in response to God’s action.

In fact, the consequences of the commitment a huoeamg expresses by means of a promise
derive from gorior commitmentthatof God to man.

The celebration oProfessiontestifies to all of this, because it God’s action and asaving
event it is a moment when salvation reaches the fdithfu
enabling them to make a promise to live the Fraaciggospel life and
producing in them particular effects of grace, blgickh they are deputed to specific tasks
within the People of God.

Only a person sanctified in the liturgical actiarhere (s)he fully experiences the immensity and
force of God’s love, can be capable of a lovingoese.

On the other hand, the celebration reflects ther€tisi understanding of Profession in the
Secular Franciscan Order. The liturgy, in factaliways aconfessio fideisince in it, i.e. in its
enactment during the ritual action, the Church laiots authentically its own faith in the
mystery of salvation, which is actualized in andtfee faithful.

1. The grace of Profession

Those who make profession in the SFO saince the Lord has given me this grace, | renew my
baptismal promises and consecrate myself to theicgerof His kingdorh (Formula of
Profession).

Dedication to the service of the kingdom comes &begause the Lord gives a person the grace
to consecrate himself to the cause of the Kingdom.

Profession is grace and giftof the Spirit.

Not only isthe Holy Spirit the source of the vocation of saclranciscansgConst11), since
they areurged on by the Spiriio reach the perfection of charity in accordancthwheir own
secular stateRule 2); Profession also comes about by the workinthefsame Spirit. Therefore
the “Preliminary Notes” of the Ritual (cfr. n. 7hate that “The SFO Ritual ... should fittingly



display thegift of the Spirit and the evangelical life-projgatoper to the Secular Franciscan

Order”.

The reference is firdb the gift of the Spirit, and theo the gospel life-project, since the latter is
neither conceivable nor possible without the falisty inspiration of the grace of the Spirit. For
the same reason, the candidates declare theit totée the gospel life after the Holy Spirit has
been invoked upon them:

“Lord, watch over these your servants. May 8prit of your love penetrate their hearts
so that your grace will strengthen them to keepr tbemmitment to the gospel life.”
(Ritual 11,30).

2. Profession: an action of the Church

Profession comes about through God’s intervention.

But since God always acts through Christ, whoseesllcumanity is the meeting point between
God and man, and since today Christ lives and #utsugh the Church, it follows that
Profession is simultaneously the action of Christrad of the Church, i.e. of the whole Body
of Christ, Head and members.

The language of the Constitutions is significari, {4, defining Profession assalemn ecclesial
act (action), as is that of the Ritual (“Preliminary tds” n. 13) which declares it &y its nature

a public and ecclesial faclt is both the one and the other: Professiorotsomly an action, it is
also an event, or rather, a savkaros,a moment of salvation.

3. Profession and Fraternity

While maintaining the truth tha&rofession is by nature an ecclesial facan action of Christ
and of the Church, the question arises: who aresubgcts who concretely perform that action,
or rather, how and in whom is the action of Chausdl the Church manifested?

By Churchthe Ritual understands a particular liturgicaleasisly, made up of the people and the
community of brothers and sisters, in other worolsthe local fraternity of the Secular
Order. Thelocal fraternity makes the presence and action of ther€huisible primarily in the
Profession.Therefore Profession, since it idy nature a public and ecclesial fastust be
celebrated in the presence of the fraterhifigitual, Preliminary Notes, n. 13)

The ultimate reason for this norm is found in teality of the local fraternityit is a visible sign

of the Churchwhich is a community of faith and love (cRRule 22; Ritual Il, 29 d). The local
fraternity is and must be a genuine ecclesial den&8y the same token, “secular Franciscans,
gathered in fraternity and in union of spirit wih the People of God;elebrate the mystery of
salvation revealed and communicated to us Christ, with prayers and thanksgiving and
renewing their promises to live a new lifdRifual, Preliminary Notes, n. 3).

For this reason Profession is made in the preseihttee assembled fraternjtwhich accepts the
candidates’ request, sinderofession is a gift given by the Father to that faternity by
incorporating new members into it

Grateful for the gift, the Fraternity is unitedttee prayer of those making profession, so that the
Holy Spirit may bring to fulfillment the work He Bdegun.




The Ritual further develops thelsgks with the Fraternity which the Profession or promise to
live the gospel lifecreates

Profession produces «incorporation into the Seculafranciscan Order; it therefore implies
incorporation into a family — the Franciscan famHywhich is life-giving, with all the
consequences that derive from belongmghe same spiritual family.

At the same timeRrofession determines reciprocal attitudessentiments, relationships, duties

and rights, etc.

The “Preliminary Notes” (n. 14) of the Ritual, skeey of the nature of Profession in the SFO,
say that it involves “the trust of the candidatéowelies on the help of the Rule of the SFO and
of the Fraternity. Indeed the candidate will felehtt (s)he is guided and helped by the Rule
approved by the Church, and will experience thegbparticipating in the journey of the gospel

life with many brothers and sisters, from whom ¢ésifan receive but to whom (s)he can also
give something. Once incorporated into the localkénnity, which is a cell of the Church, (s)he

will make his/her contribution to the renewal oé tentire Church”.

These statements in the Ritual show:

- the liturgical foundation of the Fraternity, which is essentially made up re€iprocal
relationships, precisely as St Francis intended;
- theliturgical foundation of belonging to the SFO.

For this reason, in the formula of Profession wel fihe invocation: “May the grace of the Holy
Spirit, the intercession of the Blessed Virgin afi&t Francis and thieaternal communiothelp
me alwaysso that | may attain the perfection of Christiaardy” (Ritual 11,31).

The same need is expressed by the minister whovescthe Profession: “Let us give thanks to
God n this Fraternityof the Secular Franciscan Ord&iour incorporation into iis a reason for
hope and joy in the hearts of all the brothersasers” Ritual ll, 32).

Two key fraternal valuesof Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order eenégn the texts
we have quoted.

1. Profession entails and produceshe entrusting of self to the Fraternity on the tpaf the
candidaten Profession a covenant is established with thatH&rs and Sisters, which can never
be disregarded. The sacred bond of Professionughravhich a perpetual commitment is
established with God, (cfRule2; Const42,2), has a number of fraternal sides to it wimarst

be understood and lived precisely in the lighthaitt‘'sworn pact” one has made with God.

2. With its liturgical foundationProfession determines incorporationinto a local fraternity
and through itjnto the Secular Franciscan Order Thus, we gradually come to see how the
reality deriving from the celebration of Professiennot a matter of registration (“one is not
enrolled into the SFO”), even though a documeryrofession is necessary. While it does have
juridical implications, the concept and realityin€orporation goes beyond these and indicates
that one becomes part of a living body, merged &single organism, making a single reality
Incorporation entails the transformation of sevegalities into a single reality, through a process
of absorption and assimilatioft cannot simply be thought of as adding oneghim another




(1+1); rather the fact is that the candidate ist¢aged” into the fraternity and vice versa, and
this gives rise to a living being which is muchglar and more complete.

Rightly therefore does the minister turn to the maembers of the Fraternity at the end of the
rite of initiation and says to themBY your presence and communigou enrich our fraternity in
numbers and virtue'Ritual I,16).

Therefore the relationships established by Pradesare spiritual and ecclesial in nature, since
the local fraternity into which the candidate isarporated is “the basic element of the entire
Order and a visible sign of the Church, a commuaitipve” (Rule22; cfr.Const47,1).

4. Ministries in the celebration of profession

The action of the celebrating Church-Fraternitydéinspecific expression in a multiplicity of
ministries, exercised by persons who are callecatoy out particular functions in the liturgical
assembly

4.1.The candidates

The action of Christ and of the Church is expresadtie person of the candidatesho make
the act of profession by promising to live the gadjpe. They arebaptized.
ConsequentlyProfession is a priestly actionproper to someone who by virtue Béptism, is
already incorporated into the Church, a priestlg¥and is conformed to Christ, who is priest,
prophet and king.

The Candidates are or should (musttbefirmed Consequently, Profession is a priestly action,
proper to one who, having newly received the difth@ Holy Spirit inconfirmation has been
empowered and deputed to celebrate the Euchadgharsacraments, to live his or her life in an
attitude of priestly worship and consequently tdfqren thepriestly act of Profession

4.2 The ministry of the Fraternity
The action of the Churchis also made concretely visille the presence otheminister of the
Fraternity. This is clearly stated in the Constitutions andRiteal:

“Profession is accepted by the minister of the lléedernity or by his or her delegaite
the name of the Churamnd of the SFO. The rite is carried out accordmthe norms of
the Ritual” Const42,3).

“Through the priest and the president (ministef)pwepresents the fraternity, the
Church accepts the commitment and the professiorRittial, n. 9).

The Church acts through the priest and throughMtméster, who represents the Fraternity and
the Church. The Ritual defines more clearly the f the Minister of the Fraternity and of the
presiding priest, when it states:

“The commitment to the gospel life is received bg president (ministeim the name

of the Church and of the fraternityhe priest presides over this rite as the witroéss
the Church and of the Franciscan Family”. (n. 16).

In the celebration of the Profession Meister of the Fraternity exercises a true and prger



liturgical ministry and has the function of a “sign”: (s)he makesblgsiand shows forth the
presence and action of the Church, while the Charuh the fraternity receive the Profession
through the minister.

4.3The presbyter
The priest who presides at the celebration is défmed as a “witness of the Church and of the
Order” Ritual, Preliminary Notes, n. 17).
In order to understand the kind of withess he is, meed to go beyond juridical categories,
becausethe action or event of Profession is sacramental imature. Consequently the
testimony of the priest is not juridical, but mqgpeoperly sacramental and concerned with
sanctification
Certainly in the celebration of Profession the tfgerole is tovouch forthe validity of the event.
On the occasion of decisive events involving tfe dif a Christian, the Church always acts with
an attitude of trepidation. In liturgical and samental actions the nature of the Church as a
mother,rightly anxious about the fate of her childrenmes to the fore. Hence the scrutinies or
guestioning of the parents prior to baptism, of tedidates for confirmation, of the couple
before they give consent to marriage, and of tladait to make religious profession of religious
vows or declare their intent to live in chastityheTsame applies to those who intend to make
Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order
It is the priest’s job to ask those questions &uwkive the replies, because it is through him that
the Church wishes to be reassured with regard @¢oathareness the candidates have of the
meaning of Profession, their intentions and thenugne desire to be part of the Secular
Franciscan Order. And this is not all; as an eclext and precisely as such, Profession in the
Secular Franciscan Order needs to be confirmedhéyChurch. This confirmation, too, belongs
to the priest, who, after the candidates have tieadormula of Profession, says: | confirm your
commitment in the name of the ChurcRitual Il, 33).
Consequently the priest in the celebration of Rt is a:

= witnesswho attests and manifests the presence and adttbe €hurch;

= guarantor,who reassures the Church regarding the suitalofithe candidates;

= one who ratifiespr confirms the promises in the name of the Church.

5. The qift of the Spirit in the celebration of Profesion

The priest’s role is not limited to this, but aland especially concerns the whole area of
sanctification, which is proper to liturgical acts.

Even the celebration oProfession in the Secular Franciscan Order is geageto the
sanctification of those who have been called to folv Christ after the example of St Francis

of Assisi while remaining in their secular state Sanctification is always the work of the
Father, but it is channeled through the mediatib@hrist and of the Church, and is realized in
the Holy Spirit. The mediation of Christ and of #lurch is especially manifested in the action
of the priest, because he alone attgersona Christi.

In the light of these principles the Ritual of Rysdion states:

“Through the priest and the minister, who represbatFraternity, th&Church accepts
the commitment of the Profession of those who m®tee life and the rule of the Secular
Franciscan Order. By her public prayee Churchentreatsthe help and grace of God for



them. She imparts her blessing over them, and accompathieis commitment or
professiorwith the Eucharistic sacrifice” (Preface, n. 9).

The elements that derive from this statement in Ritial are truly fundamental for any

understanding not only of the Church’s functiontive celebration of Profession, The text
reasserts the need for the profession to be coadirty the Church and, at the same time,
underlines that Church is present at a professiqgmdy, to invoke.

The Church invokes for the candidates the helpthedjrace of God upon them and, most of all,
imparts the blessing on those making profession.

In the liturgical action of Profession in the SE@ Holy Spirit is invoked, just as He is in the
Eucharist and the other sacraments, in religioageBsion, in the Consecration of Virgins, etc.
Thecelebration of Profession is therefore structured s.an epiclesisprecisely in virtue of the
prayer of invocation performed by the Church askimgthe Holy Spirit to be poured out on
those called to follow in the footsteps of Christhie Franciscan evangelical life.

In every liturgical celebration, and therefore alsothe celebration of Profession, the Spirit
comes when invoked, makes Himself present, actsramdforms. ThereforBrofession takes
on the form of a Pentecost an effective epiphany othe Spirit, who consecrates and
transforms those who make the promise to live theogpel life in the Secular Franciscan
Order.

6. Profession and Eucharist

Through the presbyter th@éhurch associates the promise or Profession with Bucharistic
Sacrifice. The Ritual gives special attention to this aspeegscribing that the “Rite of the
Promise to live the gospel life, or Profession"tesbe celebrated during Mass”.

To celebrate Profession within the Eucharist exggeghesacrificial dimension of self-giving
inherent in the Profession of the gospel life ia 8ecular Franciscan Order.

In Profession, manifested in the presence of tlageFmity and the Church, the true nature of the
candidates as priests and victims is made manifésty, by promising to live the gospel life,
make themselves entirely available to Godl_place their own bodies (persons) on the aftar
Christ’s sacrificeas a holy victim pleasing to God.

In this theclose relationship between Profession and the Euahst is made evident: in it, both
the sacrifice of Christ the priest, atidat of the newly-professed, offering their livies the
Father, are simultaneously made present.

What we say of the celebration of Profession algglies to the life that flows from the same
ritual action, because this is the foundation ofis€lian life: it is inherently liturgical, geared
towards the permanent glorification of God.

Profession, in fact, is not an instantaneous actisalated action in the course of one’s life;
ratherit is a commitment of life and for life. The act of Profession, while limited in time,
determines a new existential situation, placesragoein the “state” of being professed, and this
is a_permanentondition, which must be lived in the light of ti@undational action of the
celebration, with its intrinsic link to the Euchstri

Consequently, the relationship between ProfessmuhEaucharist is a life-long project; a life is
fully authentic if and when it is marked by the ttiny of the Eucharisffom the Eucharist to the




Eucharis). For this reason, in the introduction to the bed¢ion of the promise or Profession of
gospel life, a secular brother or sister, or tHelmant himself, admonishes those present in these
or similar words:

«In the thanksgiving (Eucharist) to the Father digto Christ, today we have an extra
reason for gratitude.Called to follow Christwho offered Himself to the Father as a
living sacrifice for the life of the worldye are insistently invitedharticularly today, to
join our offering to that of Christ” (Ritual of Profession

Perpetual oblation, expressed at the moment oeBsain, has to be manifested sacramentally in
the Eucharist; and from the Eucharist the efficaichrist’'s sacrifice must flow into the lives of
the professed. This sacrifice confirms and seasctmmitment to live the gospel life, which is
constantly re-proposed, so that the life of theuecFranciscan is ever more progressively
renewed in the light of the initial event of thefassion.

7. Baptism and Profession
As an action of the Church, la Profession of thepgd life in the Secular Franciscan Order

produces ecclesial effectghis is explicitly stated by the Rule in one @©f inost densely packed
theological sections:

“They have been made living members of the Churchibding buried and raised with
Christ in baptism; they have been united more iatety with the Church by profession.
Therefore, they should go forth as witnesses asttuments of her mission among all
people, proclaiming Christ by their life and wordg’6).

The primary element emerging from this fundameatatement in the Rule, is the relationship
between Baptism and Profession, from which flow tdlationships of the Secular Franciscan
with the Church. Both the Constitutions and theu&itinsist on this Baptism-Profession
relationship. The legislative and liturgical texfsthe Secular Franciscan Order recall the reality
of baptism to the hearts and minds of secular ksaans. It is both graceand aninestimable
gift, which:

=produces @onsecration

= sacramentally configures a person to the paschaiteny of Christ who died, was buried
and rose again

= making him/her a living member of the Church-Peapl&od.

Membership and profession in the Secular Franciggater aim to help a person “live their
baptismal grace and consecration with greater sitterof commitment and diligence’R{tual
[,12). Commitment to live out one’s baptism, innaiple required of all Christians, arises for
secular Franciscans after profession as a resutlivfirgical action and a saving event, which
have an impact upon baptism itself.

It seems to me therefore possible to say that @dthdoaptism is “one” and that Profession is not
to be seen as a “new” Baptism, it is also true Brafession produces particular effects on the



supernatural organism of a Christian, generate®dgytism. The Ritual highlights the specific
action of Profession on Baptism, by the use ofvdmbsrenew, manifest, activate.

7. TheMemorial of Baptism

Professioncalls to mindthe consecration and promises of Baptism. Fo thason, with
absolute precision, Profession in the Secular Fsaan Order has been defined as the
“Memorial of Baptism”.

But the term “memorial” should not be understoodtlwe usual sense of “remembering”
something in the past, but rather as a movement the past to the present by which that which
happened in the past is now made present and @fficathrough the power of the Holy Spirit.
Here lies all the significance of the biblical “merial’, and it is in this light that we must
understand Profession afivang memorial of Baptismin this sense, to “call to mind” does mean
going back to Baptism, but it also means enablmggSacrament from which the new life draws
its origin to renew one’s life in the present.

7.2 Enactment of Baptism

Profession therefore involves a particular wayrefitalizing the sacrament of Baptism and
giving it new vigor.

In fact the Ritual (Preface, n. 1) speaks of tm@stimable gift of Baptism” which “isnanifested

in themand activated in an ever fuller and more fruitfuay.

The language used is very similar to that of Vatitlaand the post-conciliar documents when
they speak of the Profession of religious: it issfgecial consecration which is profoundly rooted
in baptismal consecration, and more perfectly esgge it” PC5 a).

The Profession both of religious and of Seculan€iscans should be considered as an epiphany
or manifestation of Baptism. Not only that, butcaésfuller and more fruitful implementatioor
more perfect expressiaf it.

We can see, then, how Profession makes Baptmare fruitful, stronger andricher. In the
celebration of Profession the specific secular €sman vocation, sealed by the strengthening
action of the Spiritenrichesthe baptized person and confers on him/her a fsslred being by
which to bear witness to Christ and for the buiddimp of the body of the Church. Hence,
through Profession the implicit potential of Baptiss made explicit and brought to fulfillment.
Profession acts upon Baptism, impacts upon it,ssaatl develops it, founds a new entity and
produces a new outpouring of the Spirit.

8. Relationship with the Church

The Christian’s fundamental relationship with th@u@h is established by Baptism, since
Baptism incorporates into the People of God, wisdie Body of Christ, the sons and daughters
engendered by water and the Holy Spirit.

Profession gives rise to a new relationship with #h Church, or rather, the basic baptismal
relationship, renewed and perfected in confirmatismade S$tronger’ and “closer’. As is said

in the Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order:

“They have been made living members of the Churghbdéing buried and raised with



Christ in baptism; they have beenitedmore intimately with the Churchby profession.”
(Rule 6).

The Ritual echoes this when it asks of those magiofession:

“You have been made members of the People of Gombwybaptism, and strengthened in
confirmation by the new gift of the Spirit, in ord® proclaim Christ by your life and your
words.Do you wish to bind yoursatfore closely to the ChurcR” (11, 29).

The texts we have just quoted do not say that psafe establishes a new relationship with the
Church, but simply that profession in the SeculanEiscan Order develops and intensifies that
relationship in the person who is baptized and icowfd. But the vigorous language used points
to the depth of relationship enjoyed by the praddsSecular Franciscan with the Church. While
no different from that of any baptized and confidmeerson, it is stronger and clos@ortius et
arctius).

9. Witnesses and instruments of the Church’s missio

Instead, the documents are more concerned to agsadlee stronger ecclesial bond arising out of
profession with the ecclesial mission of Seculanrscans. Indeed:
“They have been made living members of the Churghbdéing buried and raised with
Christ in baptism; they have been united more iately with the Church by profession.
Therefore, they should go forth agtnesses and instruments of her mission among all
people, proclaiming Christ by their life and words
Calledlike Saint Franciso rebuild the Churctand inspired by his examplet them devote
themselves energetically to living full communion with the pope, bishops, and gise
fostering an open and trusting dialogue of apaseffiectiveness and creativity’R{le6)

This section of the Rule, is developed in the Qartgins and in the Ritual. These documents as
a whole bring out the essential features of thesimims of Secular Franciscans, which is
intrinsically geared tduilding up the Church.

The frequent use of the termsuild and building is particularly significant, because it
immediately evokes the mission entrusted to Frahgishe Crucified of San Damiano and is
typical of Franciscans, as their specific way ahgeoresent in the Church. Francis and his sons
and daughters have received from the Lord theogiftserting themselves into the living fabric
of the people of God, so that it may arise in tleeglevand live in it as a “universal sacrament of
salvation”.

However, the mission of secular Franciscans catweotdefined on the basis of particular
activities or tasks, but rather in terms of thesing. “Fidelity to their own charism, Franciscan
and secular, and the witness of building fraterrsigcerely and openly are their principal
services to the Church, which is the communityoekl They should be recognized in it by their
"being”, from which their mission springs{Const100,3).

Consequently the concern of the Rule, the Constitatand the Ritual is to highlight the need to
live as authentic members of the Chyrthline with the stronger and closer bond esthigd
with the Church by ProfessionThis is above all é&ond of communion;and this is the
fundamental element in the Church, which teabe affirmed in actual everyday life The duty



to give witness,to which Secular Franciscans are destined firstbhptism and then by
profession, flows precisely from the innermost asseof the Church, which is a communion of
faith and love.

This insistence on witness in the Rule and Congiitg should alert the brothers and sisters of
the Secular Franciscan Order more and more toabetlat their existence in the Church is
justified only by the authenticity of their lives.

The brothers and sisters of penance are askedeig cbnstantly and in all the circumstances of
their lives, the supreme proof of their fidelity@mwd, to give an account to the world of the hope
that is in them, to witness in an unmistakable wWegyr faithfulness to the covenant established
with the Church and the fraternity from the momeintheir profession.

Therefore, all the admonitions contained in theeRthe Constitutions and the Ritual about the
importance of personal witness must be welcomedpamdnto practice with full awareness that
this is the “fundamental duty of the Lord’s diseigl.

[I. THE COMMITMENT OF PROFESSION
10. Consecration
Theformula of Profession in the Secular Franciscane©rdads:

“I, N.N., by the grace of God, renew my baptismamises ana¢onsecrate myself to the
service of his kingdom(Ritual 11,31).

Prior to that, the Preface to the Ritual states:

“The nature of commitment to the gospel life ise ttenewal of one’s consecration and
promises made at baptism and confirmation. Thisnwdadicating oneself to Goithrough
his People with all the consequences flowing fronup to the present moment, in order to
live in union with God and to hold firm to his plaf salvationby means of a consecration
that is to be lived in the world14a).

The Ritual uses the vetio consecrategiving it the meaning ofo devote,n other words to
dedicate, reserve and destine a thing or a peroGdd and His exclusive service. It goes
without saying that in the specific context of tRaual of the Secular Franciscan Order it is
persons who are involved; consequently, they ageoties who must offer themselves to God
with full freedom and awareness.

From this point of view Profession is the act byishha person places him/herself into the hands
of God, enabling God to take hold of hiwith the result that from the precise moment of
Profession,the person no longer belongs to him/herselfbut is considered as totally
“expropriated” and at God'’s entire disposal. Bytwer of Professiorthe person becomes God's
property, and therefore “sacred”

In reality however, the verlsonsecrateand its corresponding noutonsecration,properly
indicate the act by which God takes possessioheoperson (who is enabled to give him/herself
totally by the gift of the Spirit who draws him/hgplacing His seal upon the person and making




him/her His own exclusive property.

In itself the value of consecration lies in its d&sding dimension: the persconsecrated,
receives consecration from Gaglho draws him/her to Himself and transforms himameily so
that he/she is able to live the demands of a soipearid.

11. The value of Profession in the SFO

Now we come to the meaning of the telRrofessionand of the expressigoromise to live the
gospel life found in the Rule, the Constitutions and the &itf the Secular Franciscan Order.
They indicate the effort and commitment SecularnEiscan take on when they make
Profession.

These termand, most of allProfessionare commonly used to indicate the commitment o$¢h
members of Christ's faithfuWho oblige themselves before God and the Church watwvs of
obedience, poverty and chastity, normally takemanninstitute of consecrated life, canonically
erected by the competent authority of the Churdi€{€an. 573,1-2). Therefore the significance
they assume in the context of the religious lifelasest to that which the same terms have in the
current canonical and liturgical sources of theusd-ranciscan Order.

In the SFO Rule, Constitutions and Ritual the saemms indicate the commitment, similarly
assumed before God and the Church, to observe dbpeb after the manner of St Francis,
expressed by lay people (married and unmarried)rna@chbers of the secular clergy, who are
normally not bound by vows of obedience, poverty a@hastity, nor do they take on these
obligations, but intend to live in the normal cdrahs of secular life.

The language of the Rule, Constitutions and Rita the realities expressed by it do not
constitute anything new, because the legislatiorthef Secular Franciscan Order and all the
relevant sources have always used the t@nosise, purpose, profession.

TheMemoriale Propositrepeatedly speaks pfomissio, promittere.

In the title of chapter two of thBupra Montenthe term Profession is presghiit the text of the

same chapter returns to the terminology ofMemoriale PropositiHowever, in both texts the
promissiois considered astaue and proper Profession which concluded the time of initiation
into the Order along with the examination, the lulog and the probationary year.

The four elements of the initiation period, hestdd, are indicated in the Memoriast least as
from 1228, and are found in all the thirteenth-centunyeR for Franciscan Penitents, albeit with
circumstantial variations. This procedure usedwiindidates to the life of the fraternity was
not exclusive to the Franciscan penitents; in fadaithfully reflects both the mentality of the
time and the ecclesiastical legislation, which tapplied to all “religious”.

After completion of the probationary year, the pregnconstituted canonical entry into the
fraternity, which it was then no longer possibleldave except in order to enter an approved
“religious” Order

This prescription is found in all religious legista at the time, and indicates esteem not only for
the Rule of any particular Institute but also foe tife lived there with the support of the Rule.
The commitments of profession/promise, in fact, Bielong and can only change in the
direction of greater intensity.

What we have now shown in the primitive legislatafrthe Franciscan movement enables us to




list the constitutive elements of the professiothef Brothers and Sisters of Penance. It involves:
a) an obligation contracted before God;

b) the commitment to observe a form of life or Rule;

c) definitive incorporation into the Order.

The same elements are also constitutive of relggmofession, and this leads us to maintain that
the propositum vitaer promise of the Secular Franciscan Penitentegue/alent to a religious
profession.

From this we deduce that, while we are not deahiith a religious Order in the strict sense, the
title “Order” is eminently fitting for the Secul&ranciscan Fraternity. If on the one hand it is
not required to have either common life or vowss itrue that the same “Order of Penance” has
a Rule approved by the Apostolic See, a novitiaig an irreversible profession: it is in other
wordsa “religious Order” in the wide sens@r aSecular Order.

Consequently the original Franciscan Penitents wete “laymen” or ordinary faithful; they
were insteadsecular religious, and as such belonged to the ecclesiastical.dtatact the “lay
person” is the counterpart of a “cleric”, whileetailar” is the opposite of “regular”. A “secular”
is someone who lives in tlsaeculum(world), whether he is a layman, a cleric and/cglayious.

A “regular” on the other hand is one who lives imanastery or convent or at any rate in some
community attached to a church; a regular, in taem be aeligiousonly or he may also be a
cleric

In the course of the centuries, the Secular Fraani©rder has not only kept the terminology
(promissio, promittere)of the primitive legislation, but progressively fawed the use of
Professiorto indicate the commitment to live a gospel life@cling to the approved Rule.

We can deduce from this that the strong conviatibearliest times, namely thtte promise of
the Brothers and Sisters of Penance constitutes eue and proper Profession was a constant
part of the awareness of the Secular FranciscaarOrd

The same clear awareness not only remains unchdmgeés brought out even more strongly and
clearly in the Rule of Paul VI and in the Consiitas subsequently approved by the
Congregation for Consecrated Life, as well as enRitual, itself approved by the Congregation
for Divine Worship.

Thus, Profession in the Secular Franciscan Ordsrtha dignity of asolemn and religious
commitmententered into with God and the Church, and it cateotonsidered inferior to that of
“religious” — although it remains true that the tvpoofessions differ in content, and this
difference is due to the multiple action of divigiace in a diversity of charisms.

On the other handhe Church, by approving with its apostolic authority the igdggislation of
the Franciscan Third Order throughout the centuhias always recognized and validated the
Order’s sense concerning the value of profession the Secular Franciscan Order

The SFO is “a lay Order, a true Order” constitutfiagschool of integral Christian perfection”,
exactly like any Religious Institute. In thisrtile Order” a “true Professiori is made, which,
while different in content (the vows) from that neaid the religious Institutes strictly so called,
has a dignity equal to theirs.



12. After the manner of St Francis

The second element that distinguishes Professitmei$ecular Franciscan Order is its necessary
reference to St Francis. What is promised iswe the gospel after the manner of St Francis,
following in his footsteps and according to his mpde and the instructions given by him, which
today are gathered together in the Rule of the |l&e€uanciscan Order.

The constant concern to underline the fact thatlgeé&ranciscans intend to live the gospieer

the manner of St Francend by means dhis Ruleauthenticated by the ChurcRyle 2; Const

1,3; 8,1), is by no means fortuitous.

Profession in the Secular Franciscan Order thezefars this essential structure: the life of
Secular Franciscans depends on the gospel, medigtetie inspiration and experience of
Francis of Assisiwho from the beginning of his conversion too&sthis rule of life and action.

However, we still need to make the point that Fisinatention was simply to return to the
Gospel of Jesus.

Every Franciscan vocation is thereforeeasangelical-Franciscanocation not because Francis’
experience is intended as a substitute for the edjpdmt because the gospel is rendered
transparent through the mediation of Francis.

So, for Franciscans it is a question of learnimgrfrFrancis and, like him, of knowing no other
rule or life except that of the gospel of Jesuds Thediation by Francis lies at the origin of our
vocation.

The Franciscan mediation of the gospel extendaddRule of the Secular Franciscan Order, to
“this Rule” (and to no other), as “authenticated thg Church”. Through its approval at the
highest level, the Church takes “ownership” of 8f€O Rule (the Rule belongs to the Church)
and by its authority proposes it to the Seculamé&istans. In this way the Church simply
transmits to Secular Franciscans the gospel mesdgagmvation, which is spirit and life for all
believers.

Therefore, for those who make profession in thaused-ranciscan Order in order to “attain the
perfection of charity in their secular statd®Rule 2), the reference to Francis, the Rule and the
Constitutions is not an optional mattérsets the standard, it is the norm.

Obviously everything depends on how one understanddives the Franciscan vocation. A true
vocation is one that takes hold of a person’s wihalieg, becomes the very substance of one’s
being as a person, to such an extent that theithdil’is unable to think of or define himself
except as one who is called to the evangelicaldtsaan life.

Rule and Constitutions are not extrinsic realities to the life of a SacuFranciscan, budre
themselves his/her lifeon the basis of the gospel. In fact, we oughdpeak of a” life” rather
than a Rule, thus accepting all the fullness oFi@incis’ concept. For him, life was to observe
the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.

He never intended to issue rules for his companorisllowers, whether religious or secular; he
simply put forward a style of life, one that flow&dm the gospel. Consequently, in his writings,
Francis speaks more of “life” than of a Rule (“Fhs thelife of the Gospel of Jesus Christ,
which Brother Francis asked the Lord Pope Innotergrant and confirm for him”"Rnb and
when he says Rule, he sometimes puts Rule antbtiiether (cfrRb). For Francis the Rule is




only the gospel, to be lived and observed literaltg in its entirety. The saying of the SFO Rule
derives from this: “The Rule arlde of the Secular Franciscans is this: to observeytspel of
our Lord Jesus Christ, following the example ofrféia of Assisi» Rule4).

In conclusion, Profession in the Secular Franciggedter, as a promise to live the gospel in the
manner of St Francis, aims to put before us thécagdight-filled and joyful style in which
Francis listens to the gospel and commits himsdlive it.

13. Gospel life for discipleship or “following Christ”
The Preface of the SFO Ritual opens with the falhgstatement:

“Many men and women, married and single, and maesnbers of the diocesan clergy are
called by God to follow the way of perfection ofetlgospel life after the example and
manner of Francis of Assisi, to share his charema, to make it present in the worlthey
promise to follow Jesus Chriand to live the gospel in fraternity by enterihg tSecular
Franciscan Order”. (Preface, n. 1).

The Ritual combines théollowing of Christwith the gospel life, because the purpose of
observing the gospel is precisely in order to #wliGhrist. This in fact is the charismatic insight
of St Francis: for himto follow Christdepends on the observance of the gospel. Indeesi
through the gospel that Francis came to know Clpessonally, in the same way the Church
does when, guided by the Holy Spirit, she recogniZérist in the gospel and welcomes His
words and deeds with faith.

Anticipating by a few centuries the teaching of i¥am Council 1l, Francis sensed in the gospel
the presence of Jesus Christ. He had a most laxgreness that the Lord spoke to him directly,
beyond the limits of space and time, through thidal word. In that word he saw as it were an
extension of the Incarnation of the Word, who mestiéd to him the divine will and truth.
Consequently for Francis, gospel truth is not shimgtto be known, bua living person to be
followed, a life to be lived in the company of that persahp is Christ. For this very reason
Francis, when he instituted his brotherhood, aliehluefused to follow any previous Rule. In
accepting the gospel, Francis welcomed the verggmeof Christ, who spoke to him and invited
him to follow Him in all things.. For Francis, whiatmeant to follow Christ became something
extremely concrete: it meant followir@hrist's poverty following Christ’'s humility; following

the life of Christ; following the precepts of Christfollowing the doctrineof Christ; following

the will of Christ; following the goodnes®f Christ; following the spirit of the scriptures;
following the GoodShepherdfollowing in thefootsteps of Christ.

This last expression had a particular importancd-fancis. He found it in the First Letter of St.
Peter, but took from the Apostle the urgencyolibwing in the footsteps of Christince “ Christ
suffered for you, leaving you an example for youollow in his footstegs The significance of
discipleship is therefore centered upon the arvathe scene of Christ’s life: the suffering and
death of the Servant of the Lord, unjustly undeggfor the world’s salvation.

As for Peter, so also for Francts, follow Christdid not mean repeating the events and gestures
of the Lord’s earthly life, but rather to structuhe whole of one’s life on the set of evangelical
demands, sharing in and imitating the action of Gaab emptied Himself to the point of dying
on the cross for the salvation of the world.



14. Christ, centre of life

In the light of the foregoing considerations we calerstand the Rule of the Secular Franciscan
Order, when it says that St Francis of Assisi “m@aiheist the inspiration and the centre of his
life with God and with people”.

This is an implicit exhortation to those who makefpssion in the Secular Franciscan Order, so
that they my do the same.

But the Rule also offers a wonderful Christologipabclamation, by affirming: Christ, gift of
the Father’s love, is the way to Him, is the trutto which we are guided by the Holy Spirit, and
the life which He came to give in abundah@b.

This marvelous statement, placed right at the beggof the Rule, ought to rouse the secular
brothers and sisters to contemplate lovingly thié ‘@ the Father’s love”, constantly directing
their gaze towards Jesus. It should also encoutega to assess their lives constantly against
the standard of Him who is the way, the truth dredlife.

As for Francis, so for Secular Franciscans, Clamstliscipleship is born of love for Him, a love
so total and radical that they are brought to itaeithe person of the beloved, and to a union with
Him whereby they are con-formed to Him who is tihgeot of their love. The Rule proposes just
such a programme when it states (in n. 10):

“Uniting themselves to the redemptive obedienceladus, who placed his will into the
Father's hands, let them faithfully fulfill the dag proper to their various circumstances of
life. Let them also follow the poor and crucifie¢hi@3t, witness to him even in difficulties
and persecutions”.

In conclusion, for Secular Franciscans, to follolari€t is to be conformed to Him; it means to
carry out the commitment involved in the profesgimmbserve the gospel in the manner of St
Francis by living all the demands of the gospetswery depths, to the very end, including
death, and thus to open oneself to receive theipesnproclaimed by the gospel itself.

15. The original penitential identity

The gospel message opens with a call to converSidr time has come, the kingdom of God is
at hand; repent, and believe the Good News” (MK)L,The penitential dimension is at the heart
of the Gospel and is essential to the evangelieal |

For this reasorbecular Franciscans promising to live the gospel, in virtue of theiriginal
charismcommit themselves to live a penitential lifeAs we have already stressed, they promise
to live the gospein the manner of St Francsnd by means ahis Ruleauthenticated by the
Church Rule2; Constl,3; 8,1).

But “The present rule, succeedidMemoriale Proposit{1221) and the rules approved by the



Supreme Pontiffs Nicholas IV and Leo Xlll, adagte tSecular Franciscan Order to the needs
and expectations of the Holy Church in the condgiof changing times”Rule 3).

This text expresses the link between the preselat & the previous legislation of the SFO: the
Rule is part of that fruitful history of the seculBranciscan movement over many centuries,
going back to its original inspiration, expressedhe “new laws of penitencel. 4 6) given by
Francis. Most probably these “new laws” coincidewhole or in part with the Letteio the
Faithful.

It was precisely thanks to these “new laws” that #enitents, too, rose to a state of “not
mediocre perfection” (Julian of Spirddfe of St Francis

This is why therecensio prior(first version)of the Letter to the Faithfuhas been inserted as a
Prologue to the new Rule, under the title of anH&ation of St Francis to the Brothers and
Sisters of Penance”, rightly considered to be thece and inspiration of the entire tradition and
spirituality of the SFO.

In both versionsgrior and posteriol) of the Letter, insistently and as the most natural thing in
the world, _Francis asks of lay people who wishdlofv him a radical form of Christian life
striving to obtain from them a renewed ldecording to the form of the holy Gospel

Rarely has the Franciscan form of life, which hadinite the Lesser Brothers, the “Poor Ladies”
and the “Brothers and Sisters of Penance”, beesepted in such a clear, broad and profound
way as in thid etter.

By the working of the Spirit of the Lord, here thelues of a purely natural human life — the
earthly life led by nearly all Christians, despite Gospel and the Sermon on the Mount - are
radically changed. Francis uncompromisingly requioé those who follow him that which in
Christianity is most radical and “against naturd/ith a surprising naturalness, instead of the
“spirit of the flesh” — the selfish, authoritariagglf-exalting human ego - he places “the Spirit of
the Lord”, in other words, thinking, wishing, will, living and acting in accordance with the
authentic gospel.

This way of living is “Metanoia”, it is “to do p@mce” as Francis intended it! This is the
wellspring of penance understood in the Francisesse. Therefore Secular Franciscans:

“United by their vocation asrothers and sisters of penancand motivated by the
dynamic power of the gospel, (should) conform thiearughts and deeds to those of Christ
by means of that radical interior change which dbspel itself callconversion Human
frailty makes it necessary that this conversiordried out daily.” Rule7).

16. Secularity

The Ritual of the Secular Franciscan Order expyegstaks of “consecration that is lived in the
world, and of “the will to live in the world and fahe world” (Preface, 14a,d). Furthermore, the
Rule from the beginning is concerned to specifydpiere in which the Brothers and Sisters of
the Secular Franciscan Order, impelled by the Simtend to achieve the perfection of charity:

in their own secular statgRule 2).

Secular stateor Secularityand world are therefore two co-ordinates that are esserdrahm
understanding of the specific identity of Seculearfeiscans and their particular mission, which




flows from Profession

Secularity first of all, indicates an existential and sociotad condition: it is being in the world
as human creatures and as communities of men am#moAs such it is one of the dimensions
of being human, including the relationships, gepgieal, cultural, and social, in which one is
born and lives. Secularity is given from birthdépendently of an individual’s free choid@au

do not become secular, you are born so

But there is also theological dimension to secularity

In that sense it is the conscious assumption ofsom&tive condition in order to make it the
specific “sign” and “place”, the qualifying dimdoa of one’s own vocation, an acceptance of
the “already” and the “not yet” of tresschatorof Christ and the Church.

From this point of view, secularity flows from tla&ceptance of God’s intervention in human
history and of His “becoming”, and is expressedex®gnition of a worldgaeculum in which
the Spirit is at work to “recapitulate” all things Christ. At this level secularity is no longeisf

a fact of birth, but indicates the free choice ledge who, in faith, intend to place their whole
lives at the service of the Kingdom of God.

The existential and sociological condition, thussuanes a theological significandebecomes a
specific way in which to realize and give witnessalvation.

In this sense, too, it is legitimate to speak dfsacular state that is consecrated to Gdéd
because it is this very state which is dedicatedito, placed into His hands as a tool which can
be used to affirm salvation in the world.

The world itself in its turn assumes theologicghgicance.

In the light of Gaudium et Speshe world is “the whole human family along with teem of
those realities in the midst of which it lives; theorld which is the theatre of man's history, and
the heir of his energies, his tragedies and hisnphs; that world which the Christian sees as
created and sustained by its Maker's love, falkgleed into the bondage of sin, yet emancipated
now by Christ, Who was crucified and rose agaibreak the strangle hold of personified evil,
so that the world might be fashioned anew accorthnGod's design and reach its fulfillment”.
(GS 2).

The being and action of the laity and of SeculanEiscans take place in this context of “the
world”. Living in the world, they are geared towarthe perfection of charity and commit
themselves to the sanctification of the world, wogkwithin the world.

Secular Franciscans, together with all the layhfalt are called to live their lives in the ordigar
situations of the world, and within the specifigaiivorldly” sphere they share in the Church’s
mission of evangelization.

The Christian’s love for the world therefore ariéesn a desire to enter more deeply into God’s
love for the world, and thus to share personallthanrealization of the love which the Father has
revealed by sending His Son into the world. Coosatly the world becomes the “place” where
discipleship is lived and where one becomes halyjmspite of, but precisely because of and by
means of, being in the worl{in saeculo et ex saeculo).

However, the Incarnation, while testifying to Godicwe for the world, is the mystery, which
reveals how the world itself must be ordered adogrtb God and changed from within.

The Incarnation happened through a hiddenosis when the Son of God emptied Himself and
was humbled to the point of death on a cross. Aaysho wants to be a disciple of Christ must
deny himself, take up his cross daily and followmHmust be crucified to the world. The world,



in fact, can only be changed by the asceticism is€ipleship, because it is the new man,
redeemed by Christ and constantly purified by peaawho builds the new society; it is the new
man who ushers in a new way of being at the senfiteimanity, not against it.

Professing a form of evangelical life, living theonsecration to God in the world and for the
world, and “transmitting into world affairs the gene spirit of the gospel’Ritual, 1ll. 46),
Secular Franciscans bear witness that the samtitfic of the world necessarily occurs through
the sanctification of people, because this worldncd be transformed without the spirit of the
beatitudes (cfrLG 31).
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