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The General Chapter 2014
The new CIOFS Presidency
Tibor Kauser (Hungary) is the new General Minister of
the OFS for the coming six years (2014-2020).
Alongside Tibor, the Chapter elected Chelito de Núñez
from Venezuela as Vice-general Minister. Chelito was
also a member of the outgoing Presidency, where she
had been Councillor for the Spanish speaking countries
for 12 years.
In regard to the other Councillors, only one of them is
from the outgoing Presidency of the International Council
of the OFS. This is Ana Fruk, who was representing
Franciscan Youth, but is now elected for the Europe-1
Area comprising English and German speaking countries.
Attilio Galimberti (Europe-2 English/Italian Area), Ana
María Raffo (Spanish Latin America Area), Silvia Diana
(Portuguese/Spanish South Latin America Area), Jenny
Harrington (English North America/Africa Area),
Augustine Young (English Asia/Oceania Area) and Michel
Janian (French Area) are the other Councillors of the
Presidency responsible for specific Areas.
Andrea Odak (Bosnia-Herzegovina), was elected
Councillor of the Presidency representing the Youfra. She
will also be International Coordinator for the Franciscan
Youth.

For further details see: www.ciofs.org

From the OFS Rule
Let them [Secular Franciscans] individually and
collectively be in the forefront in promoting
justice by the testimony of their human lives and
their courageous initiatives. Especially in the
field of public life, they should make definite
choices in harmony with their faith.
Let them esteem work both as a gift and as a
sharing in the creation, redemption, and service
of the human community.
In their family they should cultivate the Franciscan spirit of peace, fidelity, and respect for life,
striving to make of it a sign of a world already
renewed in Christ.
By living the grace of matrimony, husbands and
wives in particular should bear witness in the
world to the love of Christ for his Church. They
should joyfully accompany their children on
their human and spiritual journey by providing a
simple and open Christian education and being
attentive to the vocation of each child.
Moreover they should respect all creatures,
animate and inanimate, which “bear the imprint
of the Most High”, and they should strive to
move from the temptation of exploiting creation
to the Franciscan concept of universal kinship.

“Merton recognized that each person was individually created into existence with a particular identity known to God fully
and known to us partially as the ”true self”. In this sense everybody has a calling (a vocare, meaning “to call” in Latin,
which is the root word for our English term “vocation”) from God to be the person each was created to be, which is an
entirely unique, unrepeatable and wholly loved identity. Yet Merton also wrote about a more universal sense of a
vocation. This sense of the term referred to what was shared among the baptized, what each Christian was called to do
and to be in light of our communal commitment to following the Gospel.” Fr. Daniel Horan OFM The Franciscan Heart of
Thomas Merton. (See Formation Matters below for more details about this book.)

2

Around the Region.
Oxford
Through a special social luncheon held in November 2014, Oxford fraternity OFS expressed their thanks to Fr Charles
Serignat OFM Cap for his support as Spiritual Assistant in recent years. In his role with the Capuchin international
translation team, Br Charles related to us his participation at the recent international OFS Chapter, confirming that there was
a strong International Council in place with good representation from around the world and encouraging developments
particularly concerning youth. From his role as Guardian at Oxford, Br Charles has now moved to Erith as Parish Priest.
In Br Charles' place, we have welcomed the appointment of Fr. Stephen Innes as Oxford fraternity OFS Spiritual Assistant.
We are privileged to have his guidance close at hand, bringing to us his long involvement with and support for the SFO as
National Spiritual Assistant. Br Stephen is residing at Oxford with the significant task of Librarian for the Capuchin Friars.

Rednal and Stourbridge
Integrity of Creation. We are handing out cards in 2015 to encourage recipients to think more about how they may
take action to protect creation. The card has a picture of Julian of Norwich with the following text:

And in this he showed me a little thing, the quantity of a hazelnut, lying in the palm of my hand, as it seemed. And
it was as round as any ball. I looked upon it with the eye of my understanding, and thought, 'What may this be?'
And it was answered generally thus, 'It is all that is made.' I marvelled how it might last, for I thought it might
suddenly have fallen to nothing for littleness. And I was answered in my understanding: It lasts and ever shall, for
God loves it. And so have all things their beginning by the love of God. In this little thing I saw three properties.
The first is that God made it. The second that God loves it. And the third, that God keeps it.
God is the Creator, Keeper and Lover of the Earth - may we too love and keep it, with care for all creatures, for it is our
home.
To each card we attach in a small cellophane bag a real hazelnut. On the reverse of the card we have printed our
Fraternity name and website address.
At our January 2015 Fraternity meeting we watched and discussed the documentary: In the Footprints of Francis and the
Sultan. When the Council prepared the programme for 2015 we could never have foreseen the horrible topicality of the
decision, with the events in Paris just two days before the meeting. It added urgency and poignancy to the
discussion.

From Pope Francis. Only the Holy Spirit has the power to open our hearts to the
love of God
You can take a thousand courses in catechism, spirituality, yoga or Zen - but only the Holy Spirit has the power to
open our hearts to the love of God, Pope Francis said during Mass at Casa Santa Marta on 9 January 2015. The
Pope’s reflections came from the day's Gospel reading that recounted how the apostles were terrified when they
saw Jesus walking on water. And the reason for their terror, he explained, was that their hearts were hardened.
Pope Francis said a person’s heart can be made of stone for many reasons, such as, for example, a painful
experience in one’s life. But as he went on to point out, another reason for hardened hearts is because people
are closed in on themselves.
“Creating a world within oneself, all closed in. Closed within oneself, in one’s community or parish, but always
closed in. And this closure can revolve around so many things. But let’s think about pride, self-sufficiency, thinking
I am better than others, and vanity too, right? There are ‘mirror-men and women’ (who are wedded to their own
image in the mirror), who are closed in on themselves and are constantly looking at themselves, right? These
religious narcissists, right? But they have a hardened heart because they are closed in on themselves, they are not
open. And they seek to defend themselves with these walls that they have created around themselves.”
(cont’d overleaf)
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The Pope said these hardened hearts in people can also arise from a problem of insecurity, such as those who
barricade themselves behind the laws and rules, as though inside a prison, to feel safer and follow these rules
to the letter.
“When a heart becomes hardened, it’s not free and if it’s not free it’s because that person isn't capable of love…
A love that’s perfect banishes fear: in love there’s no fear, because fear is expecting a punishment and a person
who's afraid doesn’t have a perfect love. He or she is not free. They are constantly afraid that something painful
or sad will occur, that will cause their life to go badly or will endanger their eternal salvation… What an (overactive) imagination, because he or she can’t love. A person who isn't capable of loving is not free. And their
heart was hardened because they hadn’t learnt how to love.”
Pope Francis concluded his homily by stressing that only the Holy Spirit can teach us how to love and free us
from our hardened hearts.
“You can follow a thousand catechism courses, a thousand spirituality courses, a thousand yoga or zen courses
and all these things. But none of this will be able to give you the freedom as a child (of God). Only the Holy Spirit
can prompt your heart to say ‘Father.’ Only the Holy Spirit is capable of banishing, of breaking that hardness of
heart and making it … soft? No, I don’t like that word … ‘docile’. Docile towards the Lord. Docile when it comes
to the freedom to love.”
Source: Vatican Radio

From Saint Francis. Those going among Muslims and non-believers.
“As for the brothers who go [among Muslims] they can live spiritually among the Saracens and non-believers in
two ways. One way is not to engage in arguments or disputes but to be subject to every human creature for
God’s sake and to acknowledge that they are Christians. The other way is to announce the word of God when
they see it pleases the Lord, in order that [unbelievers] may believe in Almighty God, the Father, the Son and
the Holy Spirit, the Creator of all, the Son, the Redeemer and Saviour and be baptized and become Christians
because no one can enter the kingdom of God without being reborn of water and the Holy Spirit...Wherever
they may be, let all my brothers remember that they have given themselves and abandoned their bodies to the
Lord Jesus Christ. For love of him they must makes themselves vulnerable to their enemies both visible and
Invisible, because the Lord says: Whoever loses his life because of me will save it in eternal life.”
From the Early Rule (Chapter 16). Francis of Assisi: Early Documents. Vol 1 The Saint.
“Saint Francis was among the first who called for peace and dialogue, and cast off violence and wars. And for
our part, as Muslims, we are reminded of his visit to the Middle East during the Crusader wars, and of his
condemnation of the European military actions against the Muslim nations, when he called them irrelevant
actions, contrary to Christ’s message of peace. It was not such an easy move during that period when
fundamentalism, grudge and enmity were so high among the Crusaders…[Sultan al-Kamil] welcomed him and
gathered for him a group of Muslim scholars to exchange with them their views and ideas about religious
matters. Just as St. Francis was a true believer in Christianity, so also was Sultan al-Kamil with regard to his
Islam.”
Kamel al-Sharif, Secretary General of the International Islamic Council for Da’wa and Relief. Quoted in Paul
Moses: The Saint and the Sultan (p223) Doubleday 2009.
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Book Reviews.”Gloria

Dei vivens homo”. (The glory of God is the human being fully alive. Bishop
Irenaeus 2nd Century.) What does it mean to be fully alive? To what extent are we really fully alive? Are
we only half-alive because we don’t really understand our humanity, who we are or where we have come
from or how we should develop as human beings so that we truly become the glory of God? Here are four
books which I hope will be useful guides. Seán Ward—Formation Minister.

Ask the Beasts: Darwin and the God of Love. Elizabeth A. Johnson. Hardcover £15.19 Kindle £8.75
Elizabeth Johnson is a Sister of St. Joseph and a Distinguished Professor of Theology at Fordham
University. The title comes from the book of Job 12:7. In her book Sr. Elizabeth seeks to "engender an ecological
ethic of love for Earth's community of life." She points out that it is God who created everything and we as
humans need to remind ourselves of that. The author of Job puts it so eloquently:
...ask the beasts, and they will teach you; the birds of the heavens, and they will tell you; or the bushes of the earth and they
will teach you; and the fish of the sea will declare to you. Who among all these does not know that the hand of the Lord has
done this? In his hand is the life of every living thing and the breath of all mankind.

Non-human life existed on earth for billions of years before homo sapiens arrived. Darwin shows how
species have evolved and become extinct in constant succession over millennia. It is the enormously accelerated
rate of disappearance of species in the modern age as a result of the activities of humans that causes great
concern to ecologists and theologians such as Sr. Elizabeth. As Franciscans our sincere embracing of the Canticle
of the Creatures is an act of defiance against the evil of the exploitation of the planet. What we all have to under
-stand and what we have to promote, as Sr. Elizabeth reminds us, is that the value for God of the rest of creation
is not based on its usefulness for us. She writes: “...the plight of the natural world is not high on the agenda of
the majority of Christian believers. Conversion to the earth is of secondary importance, if it is considered at all. It
is as if Earth were undergoing its agony in the garden, about to be crucified, and we, the disciples of Jesus, are
curled up fast asleep”.
Our Christian theology is too anthropocentric. This is very odd since the idea that God creates this world,
not just human beings but the whole universe, is a central pillar of Christian belief, a belief we reaffirm every
time we recite the Nicene Creed. Sr. Elizabeth writes “ Theology, which seeks to understand faith more deeply in
order to live more vibrantly, has work to do here”. Sr. Elizabeth sets out to describe a theology in which the
whole of creation is included in God’s redemptive plan. As St. Paul says in Romans, “the whole of creation has
been groaning in labour pains until now ...creation waits with eager longing…[to be set free] from its bondage to
decay…” Sr. Elizabeth in her commentary on Darwin’s “On the Origin of Species” tells us how Darwin wrote so
poignantly about the pain and suffering (groaning) involved in the evolution and extinction of life forms over
millennia. All creatures share in the cycle of birth, growth, suffering, pain, decay and death. But through our
destructiveness we humans are wiping out species before their time has naturally come. If we humans were to
wipe ourselves out the rest of creation would probably heave a huge sigh of relief. a tragedy for us but not for
creation.

Sr. Elizabeth recommends a new form of asceticism. Traditional forms of asceticism have fallen upon hard
times, she says, due to their alliance with a philosophical dualism that prized spirit at the expense of matter. She
writes: “ In light of ecological destruction, however, asceticism practiced with an eye for the good of other
species acts with discipline precisely to protect physical life. A sensuous, earth-affirming asceticism leads people
to live more simply not to make themselves suffer and not because they are anti-body, but to free themselves
from enslavement to market practices that harm other living creatures.“ This, of course, is exactly the Franciscan position. As I read this book I found myself thrilled and dismayed. Thrilled by the power, eloquence and
persuasiveness of Sr. Elizabeth’s discourse and dismayed by the damage that humans are doing to the planet
and by the realisation that my efforts to protect and care for creation have been, up until now, very inadequate.
However, as St. Francis was wont to say, “Let’s begin again for as yet we have done nothing.”
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It is most interesting that in an address to the Pontifical Academy of Sciences, October 2014, Pope
Francis said that the Catholic Church had no problem with evolution or with the Big Bang theory of the origins of
the universe. He said: “When we read the account of Creation in Genesis, we risk imagining that God was a
magician, complete with an all-powerful magic wand. But that was not so. … Evolution in nature does not conflict
with the notion of Creation.’’

The Franciscan Heart of Thomas Merton. Daniel P. Horan OFM. Ave Maria Press. Paperback £11.67.
Kindle £6.54
Daniel Horan is a Franciscan friar of the Holy Name Province, New York, and is a recognised authority
on the spirituality of Thomas Merton. The book, as the title suggests, is a study of how St. Francis of Assisi
and the Franciscan tradition influenced the formation of Thomas Merton’s life and thought. Most people will
remember Merton as a Trappist monk of the Abbey of Gethsemani but in the early stages of the discernment
of his vocation to the religious life he sought to become a Franciscan friar but he was refused. Nevertheless,
while he was teaching English at St. Bonaventure University Merton began to study the Franciscan tradition Francis, Bonaventure and Duns Scotus - under the direction of Franciscan friars. On February 19 1941
Merton entered the Third Order of St. Francis. It was this grounding in Franciscanism that remained one of
the greatest influences in his life and thought, for example in his exploration of “the true self”, peacemaking and protection of creation. .
In the book Fr. Horan does two things that I found especially helpful and enlightening. First he
examines the life and development of Merton’s ideas in a way that is both scholarly and entertaining and
secondly, and perhaps more importantly for me as a secular franciscan, he explores and explains in a most
exhilarating way the Franciscan Intellectual Tradition and why Merton found it so influential.

In a brilliant book, three chapters stand out for me as particularly fine: Chapter 8 (Seeing the World as
It Really is: Prophecy at the Heart of the Christian Vocation); Chapter 9 (No Longer Strangers:
Thomas Merton and Franciscan Interreligious Dialogue); Chapter 10 (Becoming Instruments of Peace: How
Francis and Merton Challenge Us to Live Today).
We are all called to be prophets, for to be a prophet is not to foretell the future but to see reality as it
really is. As Fr. Horan writes: “we become prophets when we become people of scripture imbued with God’s
revelation in a way that shades and shapes our perception. It is only then that a prophet can begin to see
with God’s eyes”. And: “Prophets become a nuisance to those who have vested Interests in the maintenance
of power and control because they point out the disconnections between the ways those in power or those
with authority act and the way God intends the human family to relate to one another and to the rest of
creation”.
In the Chapter 9, Fr. Horan makes this comment: “It is clear that the experience of Gospel living
informed the lens through which Francis viewed his world. Beginning with the famous encounter with the
leper...and continuing throughout his earthly journey, Francis set an example for Christian engagement with
the “stranger”. A little later on Fr. Horan remarks: “In understanding himself as brother to all, Francis
transcended the boundary of “us” versus “them” categories and embraced the marginalised and abused outcasts of his day”. Which, of course, included Muslims, who were vilified and demonised by Christians. When
Francis met the Sultan he discovered a man who was kind, compassionate and peace-loving and this
encounter was hugely influential in the development of Francis’ life and thought.
(For a much fuller treatment of this famous encounter and its ramifications you might like to read Paul
Moses “The Saint and the Sultan”, Kathleen A. Warren “Daring to Cross the Threshold: St Francis
Encounters Sultan Malik Al-Kamil” or watch the dvd documentary - produced by Kathleen Warren and Joy
Hart -“In the Footprints of Francis and the Sultan: A Model for Peacemaking.” )
***
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Jesus the Forgiving Victim. Listening for the Unheard Voice. James Alison. Doers Publishing, 2013
Paperback (four volumes)£23.39. Kindle £16.19. Complete dvd-based course £113.99. (Amazon prices)
James Alison is a Catholic theologian and priest. He received his theological education from the Dominicans and Jesuits. Fr. Richard Rohr mentioned James Alison’s work in the course of one of his talks. Of the many
gifts I’ve received from Fr Richard over the years, the recommendation of James Alison has been one of the best.
Fr. Richard said once that “when the student is ready the teacher arrives” and Fr. James arrived at a time when I
was struggling with a number of Faith-related matters and I found his books and articles inspiring and instructive
in a delightfully clear, friendly and witty way. I found “Jesus the Forgiving Victim” so delightful I couldn’t put it
down.

James Alison has been teaching this course for some years to small groups. One participant remarked
that “This is Christianity as I’ve never heard it before” so, thankfully, Fr James decided to bring it to a
wider audience. There are four books of essays. The first book is called “Starting human, staying human” in
which Fr. James shows how better knowledge of ourselves as human helps our life of faith to become richer and
easier to explore. The second essay in this book is an exhilarating exposition of encounters with Jesus at Emmaus
and in the Eucharist, pointing out along the way how St. Luke wants us to look at things through the eyes of Jesus. The second book - “God, not one of the gods” - has an essay in two parts entitled “Who’s afraid of the big bad
book?” and is a guide to interpreting the Hebrew Scriptures using events in the lives of Moses, Joshua, the prophets Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel. Fr. James charts the somewhat slow and unsteady journey of the Jewish people
from polytheism to monotheism and shows how Judaism developed over time and how its perception of God
changed through the centuries. This is important for us because these are the Scriptures that Jesus knew and
used as the basis for his teaching. The third book, “The difference Jesus makes”, brings us into the presence of the
Unheard Voice – Jesus the forgiving victim, the crucified and risen Lord—and shows us the crucial role of
forgiveness has in helping us to escape from the oppressiveness of cultural and social expectations and taughtbehaviours - victim-creating, victim-blaming, scapegoating, ostracizing - in order that we may participate in the
creation of a new order based on Jesus where there is true unity and no longer any need to identify who is outside and who is inside. Fr. James also shows us, with some beautiful , compelling and memorable examples how
Jesus himself interprets the Scriptures mostly through story-telling and how he manages disputes with the representatives of institutional Judaism who have settled for a rigid and comfortable interpretation of the Scriptures.
The fourth book, “Unexpected insiders”, describes what it is like to be within a new community we have been
called to be part of by Jesus the Forgiving Victim and how to desire what Jesus desires. There is no longer any
need to be over and against any individual or group to justify or defend ourselves, which is the usual way society
operates. Fr. James explores the nature and patterns of desire and shows us how our desire is imitative, how we
desire what is desired by those individuals or Institutions within society we consider to be important and
influential, the social others. These imitative ( “mimetic”) desires can lead to rivalry, envy and violence.
Each book has a glossary of terms, scripture references and references to the dvds.
Becoming Who You Are—Insights on the True Self from Thomas Merton and Other Saints. James Martin SJ.
Paulist Press 2006. £7.93 paperback; £2.64 Kindle.
You may well have seem some of Fr. Martin’s most excellent talks on Youtube. Like Pope Francis he thinks
humour and self-irony are very important attributes for Christians—no funeral face for him. Fr Martin spent many
years working in corporate finance before joining the Jesuits in 1988.
This is a short book but a very valuable one drawing on insights from Thomas Merton, Henri Nouwen,
Dorothy Day and “official” saints: Francis of Assisi, Mother Teresa, Aloysius Gonzaga, Bernadette of Soubrious,
Thérèse of Lisieux all of whom struggled throughout their lives to find their true selves. For good measure Fr.
Martin explains his own difficulties. I find all this very consoling for I very often find myself pleading: “will the real
me please stand up!” Although written eight years before Horan’s book I found this book a very good
companion to The Franciscan Heart of Thomas Merton.
Perhaps we may sum up with a quotation from Merton himself:
“For me to be a saint means to be myself. Therefore the problem of sanctity and salvation is in fact the problem of
finding out who I am and discovering my true self”. From New Seeds of Contemplation , quoted by James Martin
in his book.
And as we all know that Francis of Assisi constantly prayed: “Who are you Lord and who am I?”
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Fifteen Diseases.

In his Christmas address to the Curia Pope Francis listed 15 diseases that he said can
afflict us and the Church. I list them here in shortened form. It would do us good to think about them. So I
encourage each fraternity in the region, and especially council members, in all humility, to take time to consider if
any of these diseases hang around you and if so what medication you may take to effect a cure. This is timely for
us as the General Chapter 2014 asks us all in the OFS to examine how we live.
The disease of feeling 'immortal' or 'essential'
The disease of those who turn into masters and feel superior to everyone rather than in the service of all people; who
believe themselves to be indispensable.
The disease of excessive activity
The disease of those who 'lose themselves in their work, inevitably neglecting "what is better"; sitting at Jesus' feet'.
The diseases of mental and spiritual 'petrification'
The disease of those who 'lose their internal peace, their vivacity and audacity, to hide under papers and become
"procedural machines" instead of people of God', unable to 'weep with those who weep and rejoice with those who
rejoice!
The disease of overplanning
The disease of planning everything in detail in the belief that, through this alone things progress effectively, Good
planning is necessary but we should not fall into the temptation of wanting to enclose or steer the freedom of the Holy
Spirit... it is always easier and more convenient to fall back on static and unchanged positions.
The disease of bad coordination
The disease of those who do not cooperate and do not live communally and lack team spirit.
The disease of spiritual Alzheimer's
The disease of progressive decline of spiritual faculties which causes severe disadvantages to people, making them live
in a state of absolute dependence on their, often imagined, views. We can see this in those who have lost their memory
of their encounter with the Lord, in those who depend on their 'passions, whims and obsessions'.
The disease of rivalry and vainglory
It is the disease that leads us to think that appearances and reputation are the first objectives of life.
The disease of existential schizophrenia
The disease of those who live a double life, the hypocrisy of a 'hidden' and often 'dissolute' life.
The disease of gossip and chatter
This disease makes people "sowers of discord" (like Satan), and, in many cases, "cold-blooded murderers" of the reputation of their brothers and sisters. It is the disease of cowards, who do not have the courage to speak upfront and so
talk behind one's back... Watch out against the terrorism of gossip!'.
The disease of deifying the leaders
The disease of those who 'court their superiors' becoming victims of careerism and opportunism and live their vocation
thinking only of what they must gain and not of what they must give . It might also affect the superiors when they court
some of their collaborators in order to gain their submission, loyalty and psychological dependence, but the final result
is real complicity.
The disease of indifference to others
This disease causes people to think only of themselves so that they lose the truthfulness and warmth of human relationships.
The disease of the funeral face
The disease of people who are scowling and unfriendly and think that, in order to be serious, they must show a melancholic and strict face and treat others - especially those whom they think are inferior - with rigidity, harshness and arrogance.
The disease of hoarding
Hoarding material possessions, not because of necessity, but only to feel secure.
The disease of closed circles
When belonging to a clique becomes more important than belonging to the Body and, in some situations, than belonging to Christ himself.
The disease of worldly profit and exhibitionism
The disease of turning service into power, and power into a commodity to gain worldly profits, or even more powers. It
is the disease of those people who relentlessly seek to increase their powers. To achieve that, they may defame, slander
and discredit others.
Andrea Hambleton

