Regional Handbook: Procedures

Remote Initial Formation

for the National Fraternity of the Secular Franciscan Order in the United States

Background to the Issue

At the March 1999 National Executive Council meeting, National Minister William Wicks, SF0. appointed National Vice Minister Marie Amore, SF0. to chair an ad hoc Committee on Remote Initial Formation. National Formation Commission members Teresa Baker, S.F.O. and Edward Shirley, S.F.0. also served on this Committee. The Committee was charged to discern the possibility of initial formation for those potential members of the Order who for legitimate reasons of health or distance are unable to attend a monthly gathering of the fraternity and/or the meeting of those persons in the process of initial formation for the fraternity. In the event that remote initial formation would be judged feasible for the Order in the United States, the Committee was also charged with the task for formulating appropriate guidelines.

Research was done as to whether or not other countries have allowed distance initial formation. Due to the relatively large geographic distances separating local fraternities in Australia as well as in some parts of Europe, the Secular Franciscan Order has made provision for remote initial formation in extraordinary circumstances. The Committee received input from Fr. Nils Thompson, 0.F.M., General Spiritual Assistant; Mary Anne Powell, O.F.S., CIOFS Councilor to English-speaking Nations; and Peter Keogh, S.F.O., International Councilor from Australia, all of whom indicated that formation at a distance was being allowed and could be carried out under certain circumstances.

Over the past year the Committee members exchanged a large volume of correspondence which resulted in the Guidelines accompanying this letter. The Committee judged these Guidelines practical and realistic for the use of people in the United States. Marie presented these Guidelines for consideration by the National Executive Council at its June 28-July 2, 2000 meeting in Denver, Colorado. After discussion the Executive Council voted to approve these Guidelines and requested the National Formation Commission to publish them to the National Fraternity.

The Committee was emphatic in its insistence that distance or remote initial formation should be a rare occurrence and should be carried out only by way of exception to the requirement of personal presence at formation sessions. The National Executive Council and the National Formation Commission remain at the service of the National Fraternity Council in providing support for the implementation of these Guidelines.

Guidelines for Remote Initial Formation in the United States

(Approved by the National Executive Council, June 2000)

Preliminary consideration:
It should be kept in mind that the normal and preferred way for persons to come into the Secular Franciscan Order continues to be through our established pathway of regular, personal, in-the-flesh participation in the Orientation, Inquiry, and Candidacy sessions sponsored by a local Secular Franciscan fraternity.

What is meant by distance?

The terms distance and remote have purposely not been defined too precisely either in terms of time for travel or precise number of miles in order to allow maximum flexibility in the application of these Guidelines. It is recognized that the circumstances of time and distance vary widely in different parts of the United States. As a general rule of thumb, the use of these Guidelines may be considered when the discerner would expect to have to travel more than 45 minutes to one hour in order to attend regularly scheduled formation sessions and fraternity gatherings, or a distance greater than 50 to 75 miles.

Method for activating these Guidelines:

In the event that an exceptional case is identified in which an individual (hereinafter called the discerner) appears that she or he may have a vocation to live the Secular Franciscan way of life and is legitimately impeded from responding to this call due to health or physical distance from a local Secular Franciscan fraternity, the discerner’s name, address and reasons for distance formation should be submitted to the appropriate Regional Executive Council for its discernment. This Council should be aware of which local fraternity is best suited by proximity or ability to carry out formation at a distance in the case of a particular discerner. After that determination is made, the Regional Executive Council should contact the appropriate local fraternity to secure its commitment to engage in the process of remote initial formation for the benefit of the discerner. After this commitment is obtained and contact is made between the local fraternity and the discerner, the subsequent distance formation process of the discerner is best left to the local fraternity.

Personal presence at the sponsoring fraternity’s gatherings:

Initial formation under the terms of these Guidelines never excuses the discerner -- or the member, once professed — from actively participating to the extent possible in the life of the local fraternity. At a minimum, the person being formed under the terms of these Guidelines should expect and should be expected to attend some function or gathering of the local fraternity at least four times a year. The fraternity’s chapter of elections, its annual retreat, and its Fraternal and Pastoral visitations would be naturally preferred times of attendance.

Content and method for remote Initial formation:

•
Reading materials:

-
 Approved formation texts (the same as those used in any regularly structured program of initial formation)

-
 Lives of Saints Francis and Clare

-
 History of the Franciscan Family, especially the Secular Franciscan Order

• Regular meditative reading of the Gospels

• Personal Contact:

- Phone calls once a month or more often by the sponsoring formation person.

-
 Whenever feasible the discerner and the person responsible for her/his formation could meet half way at a designated place to dialogue about how what has been studied is affecting her/his life.

• Written Work:

- Discerner submits reflection papers for review and feedback.

-
 Journaling should be required.

Time frame for completing the process of remote initial formation:

In general it is envisioned that the person entering the Order through the process of remote initial formation should spend no less time in formation than a person entering the Order by means of the regular formation program. However, it may be anticipated that the local Fraternity Council may require a longer period of time in the remote initial formation instance to develop the moral certainty needed to discern the presence of a genuine vocation to the Secular Franciscan Order and to admit the person to Candidacy and to Permanent Profession-Commitment into the Secular Franciscan Order.

Obligations of the sponsoring fraternity:
•
Pray for this process; pray for the discerner;

•
Assign a person to the task of guiding the formative process of the discerner;

•
Give the local Minister the task of periodic contact with discerner;

•
Assign a fraternity member as a sponsor;

•
Keep the discerner abreast of all fraternity activities and invite active participation to the extent possible in each case;

•
Pick up the cost of the phone calls for the formation sessions;

•
Set up an occasional meeting halfway between the fraternity and discerner’s residence for a meeting other than the fraternity gathering, an opportunity to build fellowship and community.

Discerner’s responsibilities:

· Pray for this process; pray for the fraternity;

· Stay abreast of readings and lessons

· Faithfully read and meditate on a Gospel passage each day;

· Contact assigned members of the fraternity with questions and/or concerns;

· Openly share life experience with fraternity formation personnel;

· Integrate The Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order into his/her life;

· Be in touch with the sponsoring fraternity every three or four weeks;

· Attend fraternity meetings, gatherings and events every three or four months (wherever and whenever possible).

Note:
These Guidelines as approved by the National Executive Council in June 2000 should be viewed as a work-in-progress. As Regions and individual local fraternities gain actual experience with the process of remote initial formation, it is hoped that this treasure of experience will be shared with the National Fraternity and, in turn, that these Guidelines will be modified and refined based on this experience. Such modifications will then be passed along to whole National Fraternity by the National Formation Commission.

