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POLICY STATEMENT:

THE ECCLESIASTICAL WITNESS AT ELECTIONS
“The Spiritual Assistant of the immediately higher level or his delegate is to be present as a witness of the communion with the First Order and the TOR” (SF0 GC, 76.2).

It is expected that for elections on all levels of the Secular Franciscan Order -- local, regional, national, and international -- an ecclesiastical witness be present to complement the SF0 representative of the higher level of fraternity who presides at the elections (SF0 GC, 76.2).

This ecclesiastical witness is necessary for the frill celebration of the election process in order to gain its entire meaning and effect within the Church and the Franciscan Family (SF0 GC, 85.2).

That witness serves as the visible sign of the vital reciprocity and life-giving union between the Franciscan seculars and the Franciscan religious to make present the charism of Francis to “go, rebuild the Church” (SF0 Rule, 1). The witness likewise indicates the partnership between the laity and the clergy to fulfill the mission of Christ to the world within the context of the Church (Canon 311; PCL Norms). The witness, furthermore, demonstrates the indispensable bonds of fraternity existing on different levels at the same time in order to preserve the authenticity and accountability of the Secular Franciscan Order (SF0 GC, 28.2).

The image and the impact of the ecclesiastical witness at elections need to be preserved at all costs. When announcing the elective chapter and requesting a representative of the higher level to preside over the elections, the fraternity minister of the local or regional level also has the obligation to request a witness from the conference of spiritual assistants of the higher level. The respective conference (regional or national) of spiritual assistants likewise has the responsibility to assign a witness to the elections. If a national or regional assistant is not available, the appropriate conference can assign another friar to represent that conference. If friars are unavailable, another Franciscan religious or SF0 priest or deacon could be delegated. Under special circumstances a SF0 spiritual animator could be assigned. An ecclesiastical witness should always be present; no matter who it is, this witness stands in the place of and acts in the name of the conference of spiritual assistants of the next higher level.

If a person were to have active voice in the election at hand, he or she forgoes that voting right when acting as an ecclesiastical witness.

If for some unusual circumstance an ecclesiastical witness is not present for the actual elective chapter, the validity of the elections is not jeopardized.
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POLICY STATEMENT

WHO CAN WITNESS ELECTIONS

Last year the Conference of National Spiritual Assistants for the Secular Franciscan Order, U.S.A., communicated how important it is to have a spiritual assistant witnessing the elections, not for their validity, but for the fullness of their celebration before the Church and Franciscan Family. Since then a number of inquiries have been presented to the CNSA, asking whether a non-friar spiritual assistant can witness elections in the name of the Church and the Franciscan Family. In response the four national spiritual assistants collegially respond:

According to Article of 89.4b of the General Constitutions of the Secular Franciscan Order, approved in 1999, anyone (friar, woman religious, diocesan clergy, or Secular Franciscan) who has been duly prepared and correctly appointed by the provincial minister or habitual delegate (i.e., provincial spiritual assistant) of the friar province to which a particular local fraternity is bonded is a local spiritual assistant with full rights and obligations.

A spiritual assistant who is not a Franciscan friar is by virtue of his or her appointment a representative of

the communion between the SF0 and the First Order and TOR and also a guarantor of the Franciscan

charism and spirituality in the name of the friars and at their behest and not just operating merely as a

Secular Franciscan or a member of a particular religious congregation or diocesan clergy per se (Art. 89.3

and Art. 90.1)

Hence, the non-friar spiritual assistant, as a properly appointed assistant in his or her own right, can be delegated by the spiritual assistant of the higher level of fraternity and in the name of that spiritual assistant (Art. 76.2c) to witness elections in the name of the Church and the Franciscan Family.

This delegation, however, would not ordinarily be permitted in one’s own fraternity of membership or one’s fraternity of assistance. If, because of urgency or necessity, a lay spiritual assistant is delegated to witness elections in one’s fraternity of membership, he or she foregoes the right to active and passive voice in those elections and thereby cannot cast a ballot nor can be elected to a position of leadership in that particular elective chapter.
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