Franciscan Vocation

(Seminar III - Sept. 25, 2010)

INTRODUCTION

Here is what Webster's Dictionary tells us about vocation: 

- A calling, a summons, a citation, especially a designation or appointment to a particular state, business or profession.

- Destined or appropriate employment, calling, occupation, trade, business; profession.

- A calling by the will of God.
Most of us would choose “A calling by the will of God.”  Does that give us enough information?  No.

The Church defines Vocation as “An authentic calling accompanied by a precise mission which is sustained by a charism”.  In our case it is the charism of St. Francis which enables us to accomplish the mission of our secular state.

We have heard the words Vocation, Charism, Mission. These are all parts on one process; therefore, in order to understand the Franciscan Vocation we will discuss each of these and hopefully at the end of the presentation together we will have some idea of the components of a Franciscan Vocation and be able to recognize one when we see it.

God’s Eternal Plan

We are part of The Eternal Plan of the Father and we are reminded of this in many parts of scripture. (1 Cor. 2:6-10; Rom 16:25-27; Eph. 1:3-14; Col. 1:24-28; Jn. 1: 1-18 etc.).

God is calling us to Life, to be aware of ourselves.  As human beings, we must define ourselves; we must open ourselves to God's revelation and make decisions about our lives based on who we are.  God loves us and calls us to life, to exist and to share His life, His Divinity.  We are called to be perfect as our heavenly father is perfect.

God calls us by his Grace to be God-like.  We are called (vocation), and chosen (elected), each one of us, for a specific project. Here are two examples of callings to specific projects. in Mt. 19:16-26 we read about the Rich Young Man and in Mk. 5:1-20 and Lk. 8:26-39 we can read about the Gerasene Demoniac.  

The Lord tells the rich young man, who observes the commandments, that if he wants to be perfect, he must give all his possessions to the poor and then to follow the Lord.  This was God's project for him, a 'religious' vocation.

The Gerasene Demoniac, after being healed wants to stay with Jesus; however, Jesus sends him home to tell his people what the Lord had done for him.  The man went about proclaiming all that Jesus had done for him and everyone was amazed.  Like this man, we are called to remain in the 'world' and proclaim God's good news, so that all who hear it can be amazed.

These are two different, but identical 'perfect', types of vocation and discipleship.

Where does this journey to perfection begin?

St. Paul in Rm. 8:28-30 teaches us that before we were born, God pre-ordained us, He sanctified us. Hence, there is no state of life or a ministry which is 'more perfect' than another.

In baptism, we the followers of Christ are placed in a common base condition of Grace, whereby every member of the faithful acquires the possibility of full self-realization according to God's existential project. The baptized must respond to God's expectation, in relation to their personal vocation, according to the gifts they have received.  We are all familiar with St. Paul's letter to the Eph.4:7. “Each of us has received God's favor in the measure in which Christ bestows it.”  (Chapter 4 is subtitled Diversity of Graces. If you have not read it recently I highly recommend that you read it.)

So far I have stated that: 


1. We are part of an Eternal Plan

2. We are called to perfection

            3. I have given two biblical examples of the call to perfection.

Vocation in Favor of

When you receive a gift it is usually for your personal use, your personal well being.  Not so with a vocation.  For each vocation there is a corresponding project of God.  The vocation is always in favor of …   It is never to be kept for ourselves.  God's plan calls us to full communion, with God and in his Son, with all.  Hence, vocation makes us instruments.  Each time we say the prayer of St. Francis, we ask God to make us instruments of peace. I hope that we are aware of what we are praying for.

We become the property of God, in order to be offered by Him, to the world for its redemption and to be used and consumed.  Our total availability is the necessary condition for any life of vocation to be able to produce fruits of salvation.  Along with this availability we need to enable the Holy Spirit to work in us unconditionally. Try to visualize this: to welcome vocation is to let oneself be led as leaves by the winds of Pentecost. 
A Saint for All

Francis of Assisi is probably one of the most popular saints. Many people are naturally attracted to Francis and believe they have a Franciscan Vocation.

The world is searching for Christ and finds in Francis His living, vibrant and fully understandable representation, in both a historical and human form. They feel attached to Francis.  It is possible to have great admiration for Francis, to be inspired by him and not be called to serve in a consecrated Franciscan form of life.  Francis, chosen by God, is a model for all the people of God, not only for Franciscans.

Genuine Franciscan Vocation requires us to:

· Know Francis -- Does God's project for us follow the same direction as Francis'?

· Choose a Path of identification and total conformity - The Path taken by Francis with Christ.

· Verify availability - Our availability to fully embrace this path.

We will be required to:


- follow Jesus, in our specific state of life, to follow Jesus just as Francis did.


- discover, accept and develop within ourselves the same charism received by St. Francis; to

 
   make it present and bring it to fruition in the world.

This spiritual style entails:

· a very intense Eucharistic spirituality

· very strong fraternal communion

· simplicity

· love of poverty

· humility

· a genuine sense of minority

· a complete and active abandonment to God, which materializes in obedience, to the Church and to our Order.

***  To have an Authentic Franciscan Vocation means, then, to find a full compatibility with what characterizes this form of life, this chrism-mission, this spirituality.
Charism:
What is a Charism?

From the Catechism of the Catholic Church we learn:

799. “Whether extraordinary or simple and humble charisms are graces of the Holy Spirit which directly or indirectly benefit the Church, ordered as they are to her building up, to the good of men and to the needs of the world.”

(As part of your research you may want to look up paragraphs 800 & 801.)

2684. “In the communion of saints, many and varied spiritualities have been developed throughout the history of the Churches.  The personal charism of some witnesses to God's love for men has been handed on...”

Charism of the Founder
It is the gift (or gifts)particularly granted by God to a believer that leads to the foundation of an Institute or religious movement and that includes a specific way of being through exclusive spiritual experiences that God grants to him.

Charism of the Institution or of the Members of the Institution

This is the specific mission, the goal, the apostolic task of the members of an Institute, transmitted by the Founder who, by his example and his life draws and convinces others to follow him.

The members receive the particular grace of vocation to follow the life experience and in some way, to be associated to the charism of the Founder. 

The charism of the founder is, therefore, transmitted to his followers.

Francis' Charism

Francis' charism is the vital and all encompassing experience of truly feeling that he is a son in the hands of the heavenly Father.

Francis' Gift-Charisms: to think with the mind of the Son. to see with the eyes of the Son, to love with the heart of the Son, to act with abandonment and dedication to the Son.

If I find the humble God, the simple God, the servant God who has emptied himself, and if I find him in the Son and if in finding him, I make him not only the object of intellectual reflection but I manage somehow to make Him the foundation of my life and practice, as Francis did then this is Franciscan Vocation.

The gift that was already in me, in embryo, becomes more and more manifested according to the eternal plan of God for me. I will, then, discover that the purpose of my life is to follow Jesus in the footsteps of Saint Francis of Assisi.

St. Francis' charism, then, starts working in me to transform me and enable me to embrace the mission, in a personal way, blending in with my own charism. Francis remains always my example, my model and, by constantly looking at him, I will be able to better define my charism in his, and become a living continuer of his mission.

If we have made the right discernment; then, we have to make sure that we follow through and make every effort to fully develop our vocation. 

A true vocation is not compatible with apathy, with the routine of daily life.  If we find ourselves in this situation, this may mean that either we have a true vocation and we have not brought it to fruition, or that we did not have the vocation at all.

There is nothing worse than to be in the 'wrong shoes'. If we insist on wearing shoes that do not fit well, they will deform our feet and be an obstacle to future walking.  At this point it is better to change shoes; otherwise, we will not be able to walk anymore.  Only the right shoes will take us where we have to go.

Mission of St. Francis

The mission of St. Francis and of his family: To Repair The House-Church.

At first glance this looks like a generic mission; however, in fact it is a very special mission.  The Church – The Body of Christ with Christ – the head, and we the members.

When you repair a building you use the same kinds of material of which the building was made to do the repairs.  So too with the Church.

We know that The House-Church, Body of Christ is healthy, when those who are looking at it, those who live in it can see Jesus and by seeing Jesus can see and hear the Father.

As we can read in Jn. 14: 8-9 “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father.”

It is essential that we rediscover that at the very center of our charism there is the heavenly Father, and to understand how important the centrality of the Father is for our spiritual journey and the realization of the mission.

The object of the Mission is the whole Church and, working with it, the whole world.  Secular Franciscans will have to make themselves available, like Francis, every time the Church calls, every time there is something, and anything, to 'repair'. There are no limits to its scope: reconciliations to promote, sufferings to alleviate, solitudes to fill, despair to console, marginalization to fight, accompany, catechize, animation of Liturgy, support to the  Christian communities in anything they may need, etc.  There are no limits!  We must understand where God and the Church calls us to be.  As children of Francis we must continue his mission.

Do you remember how you felt and responded when you were called to serve on the council of your fraternity or to be present at your Parish Ministry Fair and Expo to talk about the SFO?

It probably went something like this:

This must be a mistake. I am not worthy. I am not capable. There has to be a mistake. Lord, perhaps, you have made a mistake!
The Lord does not make mistakes and as our Regional Minister Sylvia Paoli has often reminded us “God qualifies the called.”  

As children we learned, memorized the phrase: “With God all things are possible.” 

Somehow as adults we appear to have forgotten those simple and profound words, which, if listened to and believed will lead us to say with conviction:
Yes Lord, use me to build your house!

Discernment:

How do you know if you have a Secular Franciscan Vocation?

The journey of discernment began when you first walked into that meeting of your local fraternity and expressed an interest in what the group was all about.  You entered a process of formation. At each level you and your fraternity discerned the presence or absence of a vocation.  Of course it is always best to discover a vocation as early as possible; however, we must learn to wait for the leadership of the Holy Spirit.

Discernment is an art.  It is the art of listening to one's inner self in utter humility and dependence on God and being aware of the movement of the Holy Spirit in all circumstances.

As you were transformed by the process of formation you began to develop attitudes.

The primary ones are:
   

1. Trust: The book of Proverbs tells us to trust in the Lord with all our hearts and not lean on our understanding because God will direct our path.

· To trust we must believe that:

· God is present

· God speaks to us

· God is living and merciful

· “All things work together for good for those who love God” (Romans 8:28)

2. Listening: God speaks to us through everything – pain and pleasure, emotions, and senses.  We must listen with open hearts and open minds, especially to what we do not wish to hear. Listening requires silence. Elijah heard God in a still, small voice – not a rushing wind (Kings 19:11-13).

3. Prayer and Waiting: Samuel prayed, “Speak, Lord, for your servant is listening” (1 Sam. 3:10). Samuel waited for an answer. The prayer of discernment involves listening with total attention to God.  The will of God is found in everything, and if we believe this, our whole life becomes a prayer.

4. Knowledge of Sacred Scripture: Scripture contains a multitude of relationships between God and His people. The more familiar we are with these relationships, the more the Word of God speaks to us and leads us in the right direction.

5. Humility: Humility is based on self-knowledge.  A humble person is neither too self- confident nor too modest.  Humility is one of the foundation stones of discernment because a humble heart accepts the limits of human knowledge and is willing to depend on God and others for help. 

6. Discipline, Perseverance, Patience, Perspective: These four attributes are essential in discerning a vocation.

Impulse is controlled by discipline.

Uncertainty is mastered by perseverance

Patience replaces irritation

Perspective reminds us it is God's call to which we are responding.

These are just a few of the attitudes necessary in the discernment process.  Add your own.

Where do we find the sustenance, the food that nourishes us so that we can effectively respond to the call, our Special Franciscan Vocation, our Life Vocation in the World?  Article 22 of our Rule states that:  “The local fraternity is ... the basic unit of the whole Order and a visible sign of the Church, the community of love.  This should be the privileged place for developing a sense of Church and the Franciscan vocation and for enlivening the apostolic life of its members.”

Conclusion
Where do we find the sustenance?  the food that nourishes us?  so that we can effectively respond to the call,  the call of our Special Franciscan Vocation,  the call of our Life Vocation in the World ????
We find it in our Rule !!!    (Ch. 3, Art. 22)
You and I  have each been gifted and each of us has been called.  We each have a vocation and we must realize that we were first called to the vocation of holiness  through our Baptism, but later, we were called to a deeper conviction -- to live the Gospel through our Profession.

You and I have been called to the live our vocations as Franciscans in the Secular state and THAT will require our TOTAL  AVAILABILITY.  We have been called to live the Gospel and to make proper use of our Founders Charism so that we might pursue our Mission to rebuild the Church as missionaries within the Church and as missionaries around the world while in our secular state -- with enthusiasm ! 

So, my brothers and sisters…

Consider your own calling…

& Carefully… Prayerfully…

help those in Orientation and Inquiry to discern THEIR vocation.
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