If not us, who? If not now, when?

Note of a Talk given by Fr Peter Hall OFM, National Spiritual Assistant, at East Anglian Regional Day of Recollection on 4th July 2009

Happy 800th birthday! We, as an Order, are 800 years old this year! From Saint Francis down to today. This is a cause for great celebration. The anniversary is important. We look back in gratitude, praise and thanks that the inspiration in Francis has endured for 800 years. There have been celebrations in various places. A few weeks ago there was a modern “Chapter of Mats” and there have been celebrations throughout the Order, giving
thanks to God that we can have gone on carrying the torch of the of the Franciscan charism.

 
Where we are now – again give praise and thanks to God. The charism goes on. Wonderful things are happening under the Franciscan banner. So much is good and positive. The most important part is that it becomes a spur to looking forward. It is the 800th birthday and the Holy Spirit asks us to co-operate with Him to discern which way He wants the Order to go. We have a wonderful heritage, so it’s bound to be OK? It is foolish to think that!
God’s Holy Spirit is always calling us into the future. A theologian has said, “God is future”, but actually God simply IS. To help our minds, we have to think of the future as we give thanks for the past and present. It is a difficult task of discernment we have to do, not as individuals but as an Order. “The Order” will discern the future. Each one of you is an essential building block of Christ’s Mystical Body. As we gather today as a region, what is God asking of this region for the future? The region is formed of fraternities. Each fraternity must discern, how can fraternities as a region go forward? Looking to the next 800 years, we are a very important part. 
The past is the past. We can’t re-construct it. “If only we could live as Francis did” is unrealistic. Francis would be the first to say, “Don’t go down that road. Don’t think you can live like the early Third Order.”

Francis, at the end of his life said, “I have done what was mine to do. Now you must do yours.” Francis’s words have a bearing on our situation.
At this 800th birthday, we are at a crossroads. Look back at the glory of the Order? We can’t. We must take another road and we don’t know where it will lead us.  John Henry Newman may soon be beatified. He had been a leading light in the Anglican Communion and yet he knew he had to make a transition to the Roman Catholic Church. The consequences were unknown. If he had remained an Anglican, he might have become the Archbishop of Canterbury. He took a very brave step, which wrought from him his hymn:

Lead kindly light, amid th’encircling gloom,

lead thou me on;
The night is dark, and I am far from home,

lead thou me on. 

Keep thou my feet; I do not ask to see 
the distant scene; one step enough for me.

These words are very significant for us. Now the Order must pray this prayer to the Holy Spirit. Here, it’s easy to forget the encircling gloom, in the world and in the Church. I am not being pessimistic, but realistic. There are many good and positive things, but we are more embroiled in war, bloodshed, division, hunger and poverty. This impacts upon the Church. The Church is now suffering many wounds, especially in the western world. There are many problems. With Newman we have to pray:

“Lead kindly light…………I do not ask to see the distant scene; one step enough for me.”  

As a region we can take one step by having a collective mind. A Chinese proverb says, “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.” The first step is very important. We are not asking to see the distant scene. If we were, life would be very easy. God’s way is always to call us in faith and hope, but not by sight.  By all means celebrate, but afterwards we walk out into darkness. The great hymn’s second stanza is:

I was not ever thus, nor prayed that thou 
shouldst lead me on;

I loved to choose and see my path; but now 
lead thou me on.

I loved the garish day, and, spite of fears, 
pride ruled my will; remember not past years.

We all have to enter into penitence because we are weak and pig-headed and make mistakes. The Order is the first to admit that not all in the past was perfect. “Now lead thou me on…..pride ruled our will; remember not past years.” If we are prepared to admit our mistakes and do penitence for past faults and be truly penitent and own the fact that the past was marked with failure, fault and sinfulness, then we can go forward. Now we have an opportunity to amend our faults, to show humility, to right the wrongs, repair fences and build bridges into the future. It is possible for fraternities and regions. X is not speaking to Y – bad feeling – we must not allow this. It is not Franciscan or Christian! The third stanza of Newman’s hymn, after a happy time, also faces pain caused in the past:
So long thy power hath blest me, sure it still 
will lead me on 
o’er moor and fen, o’er crag and torrent, till 
the night is gone,

and with the morn those angel faces smile

which I have loved long since, and lost awhile.

Newman looks back over his life – a journey with twists and turns, like any life. We are saying that for 800 years God has blessed us with the charism and it’s still alive. It has produced many saints, even those not in the calendar. If God has been so faithful for 800 years, He will not desert us now.

Where are we going? We don’t know. The adventure is God’s, the God of surprises. He takes risks with us and asks us to take risks with Him. Life without risks is not worth living. We must face risks in the future with confidence. For Newman, the way was over moor, fen, crag and torrent. God always leads us into dangerous territory. There are parts of Britain other than here, where there is moor, fen, crag and torrent. It is dangerous. We are being called to travel that terrain. In the 21st century, there are hostile elements attacking the Church. God will not desert us now. The question is, “Can we do it?” Of course we can! Will we do it? I can’t answer that. You must answer that yourselves. Newman had the courage to take steps to become a Catholic. There was a series of struggles and controversies.

Celebrate! Be grateful that God inspired Francis for the first primitive Rule and so on. Francis says in his Testament: “When the Lord gave me some Brothers, no-one showed me what I had to do, but the Most High Himself revealed to me how I should live in accordance with the holy Gospel.”  Francis made the journey from Assisi to Rome under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. It was a hard journey and it was difficult getting to see the Pope. It worked, and here we are, 800 years later, but also now faced with the future: where do we go? “Over crag and torrent………” God will go on sustaining us. We need courage and generosity to go ahead.  

We cannot guess where the Holy Spirit wants to lead us. We must go back and see what inspired Francis, as a guide for the future. Francis came to understand the network of relations between us and God, brothers and sisters and all in the created order, from his deep penetration into the mystery of the Incarnation. God speaks to us in a language we can understand. God has always loved his people and made covenants with them. But words have to be put into deeds. God’s love for us was put into a concrete expression in the Incarnation. In the Church’s liturgy for Christmas there are three prefaces. One of them says: “Your eternal Word has taken upon himself our human weakness, giving our mortal nature immortal value.”

This is the heart of what the Order is called to proclaim. If there is anything our world needs, it is a recovery of truth. Every human being has infinite worth in the eyes of God. World problems: mankind has lost the proper respect for human and other life. What should Franciscans do? Like Francis, we must be great upholders of the dignity of the human person - not simply in words, but translated into action. There are millions dying of hunger and thirst. It is no good just saying - we must be involved in redressing this evil. Then we will see what the Order has to do in the future.

People are plunged into hunger, thirst and homelessness. They lack clothing, medicine and education. The Order cannot just observe – we must throw ourselves in wholeheartedly. What we are called to do follows automatically – it is there. This is what Francis understood and he was able to develop his personal theology of the divine, human and material joined together.

Francis’s early life: he had an uncomfortable relationship with his father, while he had a deep relationship with his mother. Francis saw something in his father which he did not want to emulate. Was it that Pietro was obsessed with money and success? Francis, in his early days, was a carefree youth, but there was always something nagging away at his heart. Eventually he developed a deep relationship with God. As St Augustine said, “You have made us for yourself and our hearts are restless till they find their home in you.”
God made a move towards us and there is a notion of “brother” in Christ, Francis’s understanding of brother and sister. He really saw, especially in the Incarnation, that we are bonded together as brother and sister. In the baby in the manger we are really looking as much as the human race – ourselves - as at the child Jesus. The Word was made flesh – a new humanity. We are also nailed to the Cross and rise from the tomb. 

The Franciscan Order is entrusted with the work of proclaiming the infinite dignity of the human person. If the infinite dignity of the human person were recognised worldwide, there would be no more war, or dictators, no-one with power to reduce peoples to poverty. That, I am convinced, has to be our task – not politically correct or socialist or Marxist, but, like Francis, we are convinced that we are all brothers and sisters. In our region, surrounded by hosts of societies committed to reducing suffering, we can easily find a society to support. If we do not, our Franciscanism does not make any sense.
“Your eternal Word has taken upon himself our human weakness, giving our mortal nature immortal value.”

If grasped in general by society, how would it change our attitude to abortion, care homes and hospitals. There would be no dereliction in care. Bow down before the infinite worth of a human being. Our environment has to be worthy of this dignity. There should be no more exploiting of the earth, a place where humans can flourish. Francis progressed from people to all created things as brother and sister. The vision of God’s great Master plan: Francis saw a great jigsaw and fitted the pieces together. How wonderful: the human person and the cosmos!

Regions and fraternities, this is the work we are called to do. We have to pray through God who has made Himself visible to us. Francis: “All we need is the Gospel” – getting human relationships right. Jesus gave very little preaching in the Temple or in synagogues, it was mostly in the open air, about the Kingdom. The SFO, especially, has now to move from the idea of Church and consider more of the Kingdom. God reigns in every part of God’s order. The Church is important but is not the whole of the Kingdom. Francis is challenging us to go back to the Gospel, working with everything in our armoury to make the world as God wants it to be. We have a great challenge.

We move forward into the future. This is the way, to take this world in its fullness and to love it. Francis was unique. He did not say we were to keep away from the world. He loved the world because God loves it. Francis was not a social worker or a political revolutionary. He loved people because they are God’s people.

When we minister to the poor, like the friars in the USA, we are not being social workers but loving the world as God loves it and trying to change it, so that people respect each other, man, woman and child. We have to rely on the Holy Spirit to direct us. Surely this is the way God wants to lead us. How else?  God’s plan is being disfigured in so many ways. The vision for our region and our fraternities is surely to fulfil what God desires of us. Learn to love the leper, who became the joy and life for Francis. At that time, lepers were as good as dead. When one was seen with leprosy, the funeral rites were read over them. It takes courage to leave our meetings and realise that this is our task. We cannot seriously celebrate the Eucharist and then live an unreligious life.

We have to be converted by our meetings. We must proclaim the infinite dignity of the human person. We must raise our voices if we see people maltreated in homes for the elderly, or people pursuing policies which keep other people in misery. City centres are a devastation, which can become cyclic. Baby Peter’s poor parents had been deprived. People are tired of words only – we have to BE lovely people. We pray around the altar and how quickly it evaporates. Francis was not content with that. He left us a way – we must follow. The Church is losing credibility and also the Order. Our world is weeping and groaning. If we do not bring relief, who will?
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