 A CALL TO BE PEACEMAKERS: FRANCISCAN LIFE IN MISSION 
The implicit and explicit call of our Third Order Rule to be peacemakers is not merely a familiar or optional invitation to each individual member and to Third Order Franciscans as a corporate body. As we celebrate the twenty-fifth anniversary of our Rule and Life, irrespective of country, continent or hemisphere in which we live and minister, the renewed call to be makers of peace in our world today presents us with an opportunity to review that call and recommit ourselves to a personal and communal challenge in 2007 and beyond. 

While the call to be peacemakers has a generic and global ring to it, the specific expression of living out that calling as Franciscan women and men will be found in our respective worlds as we, individually and as a body, attempt to follow in the footprints of Francis of Assisi whose very life was patterned on the God of peace made flesh in the person of Jesus Christ. Concretely, the context for the full response to the call is our life- in-mission today. It is a call and a challenge without gloss that asks for a full measured and concrete response.

OUR LIFE TOGETHER

The opening lines of Article 30 of our Third Order Rule challenge us to remember that:

“As they announce peace with their lips, let them be careful to have it even more within their own hearts. No one should be roused to wrath or insult on their account, rather all should be moved to peace, goodwill and mercy because of their gentleness.”
How very well Francis knew the human person, knew himself. To announce peace with one’s lips can be a relatively easy gesture. To have it in one’s own heart, the root location of peace and violence in our personal lives, and to relate from that heart is, at times, the greater challenge. It is often in this very arena of our lives that we experience in a very concrete manner the call to ongoing conversion, to forgiveness, to reconciliation and, over a lifetime, to become the embodiment of peace. 

Fundamental to an authentic and recognizable response to the call to be peacemakers, to become the embodiment of peace, is a way of being in relationship with all God’s creation that identifies us as sisters and brothers who embrace the gospel way of life as lived by Francis and Clare of Assisi. Such a way of being in relationship is clearly stated in the chapter of our rule that speaks to our experience of sisterhood and brotherhood (Fraternal Love). 

“If discord caused by word or deed should occur among them, they should immediately and humbly ask forgiveness of one another before offering their gift of prayer before the Lord” (Art. 24). 

The words immediately and humbly add a concrete emphasis to the call to relate in a particular way with brothers and sisters with whom we share our life-in-mission. This way of being in relationship, of being a living expression of the core values and attitudes of the Franciscan experience, brings to birth and, over time, develops and sustains a manner of living that identifies one who is the embodiment of peace, one who by example and word, follows the footprint of God in our world. It is a journey that begins with the self.  

The pathway and journey to becoming a man of peace did not come naturally to Francis and does not come naturally to us. Ordinarily, it comes through self-knowledge, suffering, humility, an experience of personal poverty and prayer that leads one to an objective perception of one’s identity as he or she realizes the truth inherent in Francis’ admonition “ What a person is before God, that he is and no more” (Adm XIV:2). This is the true self, blessed and broken, gifted and vulnerable, sinner and redeemed, that God calls to live in relationship with other sisters and brothers who share our common humanity. Often, it is in this circle of relationships within our own communities and fraternities rather than in ministerial or other interpersonal relationships that the greater challenge to live the gospel ideal presented in our Rule And Life is experienced.  

As women and men who are called and desire to become the embodiment of peace, we are further challenged in Article 24 to remember that 

“… if anyone seriously neglects the form of life all profess, the minister, or others who may know of it, are to admonish that person. Those giving the admonition should neither embarrass nor speak of evil of the other, but show great kindness. Let all be careful of self righteousness, which causes anger and annoyance because of another’s sin. These in oneself or in another hinder living lovingly” (Art. 24).

Implicit in this passage is prescribed for us a way of relating to those who, at times, may live the rule of life differently than prescribed. The manner of relating encouraged evokes a compassionate human and loving response that enables one to be at peace with self and the “other” rather than a response of harsh self-righteous judgment that “hinders living lovingly.” It is this unconditional “making room for the other” no matter how differently they present themselves that marks us as followers of Jesus Christ and Francis. Francis, in numerous incidents in life with his brothers, evidenced this pattern of relating. He experienced his own creatureliness, his vulnerability, his poverty and humility as he gazed into the face of God and, in turn, embraced that same humanness in his brothers. While the century, the location and the particular circumstances in which we live differ from those of Francis, the call to “embrace the other” in the concrete circumstances of our daily lives is as valid now as it was then. Our “embrace of the other” gives witness by example and word to our fidelity to the gospel vision of life as lived by Francis who passionately desired to become a footprint of God in his time and place. 

OUR LIFE IN MISSION

The chapters of our rule that speak to our Franciscan identity, our life together, the spirit of prayer, poverty, the way to serve and work and our apostolic life prescribe a pattern of living for those of us who freely choose and profess to follow the gospel vision of life as lived by Francis of Assisi.  This pattern of living when evidenced by example and word identifies us in a particular way as followers of this gospel vision. 

Our call as Franciscan women and men is not solely to a personal relationship with Jesus Christ and to communion with our brothers and sisters who share our vowed life. The call is inextricably linked to a call to mission - to be in relationship with all of God’s creation in a particular way that identifies us as followers of the God of peace and of Francis of Assisi. The call is to communion in mission.

The commentary on Chapter IX: Apostolic Life, reminds us that the preceding chapters focus on the foundation of our call, our Franciscan identity, our prayer, our relationships as brothers and sisters and our attitude toward service and work. It is out of the lived experience of the values and attitudes presented in these chapters that our mission and ministry as peacemakers is brought to birth. The mandate presented to us is clear:

“The sisters and brothers are called to heal the wounded, to bind up those who are bruised, and to reclaim the erring.  Wherever they are, they should recall they have given themselves up completely and handed themselves over totally to Our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, they should be prepared to expose themselves to every enemy, visible and invisible, for love of Him because the Lord says: “Blessed are they who suffer persecution for the sake of justice, theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” (Mt. 5:10).

Such a mission mandate is no mere option for those who claim to embrace the gospel ideal of Francis of Assisi, the man of peace.  This section of our Rule and Life, like so many others, holds no ambiguity. Regardless of the particular geographic location,  cultural context or specific ministry in which we find ourselves, our way of being in relationship with particular people in their respective realities calls for a response that is full measured and that identifies us as those attempting to become a “footprint of God”  wherever we are in mission. Such a response, we are reminded, implies among other challenges, actively preparing to expose ourselves to “every enemy, visible and invisible… to the “other” whomever that “other” might be. Concretely, in our respective locations, cultures, and places of mission and ministry, whom do we consciously name or not name as “enemies” and how do we relate to them?  

This choice to embrace the “other” did not come naturally to Francis as he himself reminds us in the opening lines of his Testament where he refers to his first encounter with the leper. Neither does that embrace of the “other” the contemporary lepers in our world, seem to come naturally to us. For Francis and for those of us who identify ourselves as his followers, the life of Jesus as presented to us in the gospel is our road map.  Jesus’ total self-giving, concretely, evidenced in his life, passion and death is the pattern of life we embrace. This is the teaching and example of a full measured and concrete response.

 The words completely and totally in this passage from our Rule and Life serve as a bold reminder that we have willingly embraced this way of life and hearken back to Francis’ words to those follow in his footprints: “Hold back nothing of yourselves for yourselves so that He who gives Himself totally to you may receive you totally” (EpOrd 29). For Francis, as he experienced God’s total gift of self in the person of Jesus Christ in the sacrifice of Our Lord Jesus Christ and on the cross, nothing less than a total response, a total giving of self to and for the other was sufficient. Is it for us?  

The particular manner in which we are to carry out our mission, to go “among the people”, has been described in Chapter 7 of our Third Order Rule “The Way to Serve and Work”:

“Let the sisters and brothers be gentle, peaceful and unassuming, mild and humble, speaking respectfully to all in accord with their vocation. Wherever they are, or wherever they go throughout the world, they should not be quarrelsome,   contentious or judgmental toward others. Rather, it should be obvious that they are joyful, good-humored and happy in the Lord as they ought to be. And in greeting others, let them say, “The Lord give you peace” (Art 20).

Quite simply, a genuine greeting of peace is only credible when those to whom it is given see and experience our joy and peace as we move “among them”. No matter how different their values, attitudes, way of life or religious beliefs, we do not judge, we do not attempt to impose new structures or beliefs. Neither do we deny our own religious beliefs and values; rather, we meet people where they are, make room for them, hear their word and speak a word of peace to them.  The commentary of our TOR reminds us that “Francis believed we should not judge others even if they appear untouched by the gospel (cf. RB 2:17). They should be touched, however, by our witness to joyfulness in the Lord. This alone would make our peaceable greeting credible” (TOR Commentary, p. 37).

CONCLUSION

From these reflections on the call to be peacemakers that is a theme in our Third Order Rule, focused more specifically in Chapters V, VII and IX, emerge five fundamental values for our Franciscan Life in Mission:

· Life-in-mission is a call to continual conversion (penance) and openness to hear, believe and obey the Spirit active in every dimension of human existence and particularly active in conversation and engagement with others and “the other” in service and communion.

· Our life in community/fraternity is our primary means of witnessing, by example and word, the gospel of Jesus Christ.

· To be missionary is to go “among the people” to be with them as sisters and brothers who live the gospel.

· A Franciscan approach to ministry is best described by our way of being in relationship with others. It is about creating spaces where human persons can flourish as daughters and sons of God.

· The call to be peacemakers in our world is a life-long journey to become the embodiment of peace and it begins with the self.

.

This article was written in response to a request to Violet in September 2006 from the International Third Order Franciscan Conference in Rome to write an article for their next publication of Propositum which will celebrate the twenty fifth anniversary of our Third Order Rule.  
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