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The OFS with the “Lord Pope” (by Attilio Galimberti – OFS )

We often do not realize that we have just experienced a historic event until the wave of emotions 
has washed over us. This is what it was like for the members of the General Chapter of the OFS 
and the Franciscan Youth in November 2021

Article 1 of our Rule states, among other things, that the Franciscan Family unites all members of 
the People of God -- laity, religious and priests-- who recognize that they are called to follow Christ 
in the footsteps of St. Francis of Assisi. 

Following in these footsteps, 812 years after Francis and his first companions went to Rome to the 
Lord Pope Honorius III to be confirmed in their choice of life, the members of the OFS from 
throughout the world, gathered in Rome in their General Chapter, returned to the Lord Pope 
Francis on 15 November 2021, for a private audience which will undoubtedly be a significant event 
in our Order’s journey.

In comparing this meeting with what the Franciscan sources tell us about that meeting more than 
800 years ago, it is no surprise that we can find many similarities.

Back then Francis went to the Pope to receive confirmation of the model of evangelical life that he 
planned to lead, and which responded to the model preached by the Church, and therefore to 
receive his beneplacit to live it.  Today, the Minister General of the OFS, Tibor Kauser, in his 
greeting reconfirmed the commitment of the members of the Order “to live in full communion 
with the Pope, the Bishops and priests , in a trusting and open dialogue of apostolic creativity” (cf. 
OFS Rule, Art.6) being present and available where no one else is ready to serve, “in the hospitals, 
parishes, on the streets, in homes for the elderly, helping and serving the poor, but poor 
themselves, at the side of the infirm, although sometimes being infirm themselves”. He also 
mentioned that we too, members of the OFS, “seek to respect and protect creation, nature, and 
every human life throughout its course”

The Holy Father’s reply, following some general thoughts on the lay vocation that is born of the 
universal call to holiness, entered the specific nature of what it is to be a Secular Franciscan. For a 
Secular Franciscan the call to holiness brings, according to the words of Pope Francis, “a 
conversion of heart attracted to Him who is the only Holy One, who is ‘the Good, All Good, the 
Highest Good’. … This is what makes you penitents. In his Letter to All the Faithful, St. Francis 
presents doing penance as a journey of conversion, a journey of Christian life committed to doing 
the will and the deeds of the Heavenly Father”. 

In the process of conversion, the Holy Father reminds us, it is God who takes the initiative and 
leads the penitent to places where he or she may have never wanted to go, and if he or she let 
themselves be led and agree to place themselves at the service of others, doing mercy with them, 
the result is happiness (cf. the Testament of St. Francis where he speaks of the lepers)

“This, the Pope stated, is what I urge you to bring about in your life and mission, without confusing 
“doing penance” with the “works of penance”.

After having invited those present to observe the Holy Gospel of Our Lord Jesus Christ, the heart 
of the Franciscan charism, to follow it sine glossa and making it their form of life, he concluded this 
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passage stating that “in this way it will be the Gospel, or rather Jesus Himself, who will shape your 
lives in such a way that you can take on poverty, minority and simplicity as your distinctive signs 
before all.”

The next passage of his address is what marks what I have called a historic event because in it 
Pope Francis actualizes the mandate that the Rule and Constitutions give to all the professed 
members, but which we always tend to underappreciate and esteem.

In the previous passage he had invited us to follow the Gospel and recalled what our distinctive 
signs should be. Now he tells us (and his words are sweet but strong if taken sine glossa): 

“With your Franciscan and secular identity, you are part of the ‘outgoing Church’. Your preferred 
place is among people and there, as lay men and women, - celibate or married - priests and 
bishops, each according to his or her specific vocation, to bear witness to Jesus with a simple life, 
a life without pretense, always content to follow the poor and crucified Christ ….
I encourage you, too to go out to the margins, today’s existential margins, and to help the Word 
of the Gospel resound there… and like the fraternities of penitents who characteristically 
founded hospitals, dispensaries, soup kitchens and other concrete works, …so too the spirit is 
sending you today to exercise the same charity with the creativity required by the new forms of 
poverty. …… And may you be men and women of hope committed to living and organizing it, 
translating it into everyday concrete situations, in human relationships, in social and political 
involvement… living in fraternity and realizing that you are part of the great Franciscan family”.

Conversion, Following the Gospel sine glossa, Bearing witness in concrete situations, Men and 
women of hope, social commitment… how many times we spoke of these in our formation 
meetings, in our gatherings, but unfortunately, perhaps all too often they remained as a topic of 
discussion without these words and all they express becoming action or, to put it in Franciscan 
terminology, “becoming flesh”….

The Holy Father, certainly enlightened by the Spirit, read our hearts and, in a few words, 
reconfirmed what should be the life’s program of all Secular Franciscans: let actions follow your 
words, and he specified what our role in the Church today should be, because this is what the 
Church needs from Secular Franciscans. 

It is for these reasons that I consider this meeting “historic”, which takes us beyond the joy of 
having experienced the emotion of a private Papal audience. 

So, “let us be led” where God wants us to be.

And the priorities expressed a few days later by the General Chapter lead us in this direction. 

And now: “Let us begin, brothers, to serve the Lord God” and do what the Lord Pope has told us to 
do, “for up to now we have done little or nothing” (cf. 1. Cel 103) and whatever the Lord tells us is 
our part (not through some extraordinary communication but simply through the situations in 
which we find ourselves living, in the persons we meet, with their needs and their gifts, and the 
voice of our Councils at every level and aided by the altius moderamen of our Spiritual Assistants.)


