Conventual Charism
Order of Friars Minor Conventual
The Order of Friars Minor Conventual (in Latin: Ordo Fratrum Minorum
Conventualium, initials: OFM Conv.), is one of three male mendicant Orders of
Pontifical Right, which make up the Franciscan Family today. The Religious of
this Order are also called Minoriten in the German speaking countries, Greyfriars
in the British areas, or Cordelier in France.
From the founding of his Order, it was the desire of Father Francis, that it would be
a true fraternity; its members would come together as brothers of one family,
joining in the life and work of the community according to one’s ability. Everyone
had equal rights and responsibilities. St. Francis desired that his brothers be called
Friars Minor, because “from their very name” they would “enter into the school of
the humble Christ, in order to learn humility”. They came together in a common
fraternity, with the goal of achieving greater devotion, a more ordered life, a more
solemn Divine Office, a greater formation of candidates, the study of theology, and
other works at the service of the Church, and thus extend the reign of Christ to all
the earth under the guidance of the Immaculate. (cfr. Constitutions of the Order:
Chapter I, 1-4)

Our Founder, Saint Francis of Assisi
In 1209, St. Francis of Assisi received formal approval for his gospel way of life
from Pope Innocent III. He entitled his community the "Friars Minor," (meaning
Lesser Brothers). St. Francis wanted his followers to imitate the humility of Christ
and to minister to the least, the neglected and the forgotten in society. With over
five thousand followers in his lifetime, St. Francis soon inspired the energetic and
talented friars toward a broader task of helping to transform every level of society.
No positive initiative was outside the community's gospel mandate - as long as the
good work did not "extinguish the spirit of holy prayer and devotion to which all
other temporal matters must be subordinate" (Rule, Chapter V). The friars quickly

became preachers and educators, administrators of royal charities, and advocates of
social justice. They spread the faith far and wide as missionaries, and they often
spilled their blood as martyrs. The friars' expanding influence ultimately obliged
them to even "sacramentalize" culture. As musicians they began to dispel the
dullness of life; as architects they reached beyond ordinary shapes and forms; and,
as scientists they explored the mysteries of God's creation.

The "Conventual" Identity
After the death of St. Francis, the burgeoning community struggled to keep a
united focus. It became increasingly clear that the charism given to Francis and his
community could not possibly be contained within one singular expression of
gospel life. In 1274, at the death of the Minister General, St. Bonaventure, the
Order grew ever more divided between the approach of the “Friars of the
Community”, also called “Conventuals”, who had been given permission to have
their communities in the cities in order to preach the Gospel and be of service to
the poor, and that of the “Zealots” or “Spirituals”, at first, and later as
“Observants” who professed ideals of absolute poverty and stressed the eremitical
and ascetical dimensions of Franciscanism. At the beginning of the XVI century,
Pope Leo X, seeing the impossibility of the Observants and the Conventuals living
under the same Rule and government, brought together all of the reformed groups
under the Rule of the Friars Minor of the Regular Observance, with the Bull, Ita
Vos of May 29, 1517: the others being brought together to form the Order of the
Friars Minor Conventual, under the guidance of a Minister General. The separation
of the two groups was also confirmed by Pope Leo XIII, who, with the Bull
Felicitate Quadam of October 4, 1897, reorganized the Franciscan Orders into four
Orders, each with its own Minister General: the Order of Friars Minor; the Order
of Friars Minor Conventual; the Order of Friars Minor Capuchins; and the Third
Order Regular.

From the 13th century onward, the friars of the "conventual" tradition have been
ministering primarily in urban centers. They banded together in the heart of the
European cities where they could touch all levels of society with the Good News of
Christ Incarnate. Many of the large churches and ministry centers that were
constructed in the earliest years of the Franciscan movement are still administered
by the Conventual friars. Our Franciscan heritage in Italy includes everything from
the humble sanctuary housing the site of the first friary at Rivo Torto to the world
renowned basilica of Santa Croce in Florence.
Large shrines have been the hallmark of the Conventual friars. Beginning with the
Assisi basilica and tomb of our founder St. Francis, our friars have built and
continue to minister at Franciscan sanctuaries that include the basilica and tomb of
St. Anthony in Padua, and the basilica and tomb of St. Joseph of Cupertino (in
Osimo). At our international headquarters in Rome, the friars also have care of the
basilica of Santi Apostoli, which houses the tomb of the apostles Philip and James.
Another significant pilgrimage site where we minister in Italy is the Eucharistic
Miracle Sanctuary at Lanciano.

The New World
Although the friars had been missionaries in the East since the 13th century, by the
late 15th century it was time to begin evangelizing the newly discovered people of
the West. Christopher Columbus, a Secular Franciscan, sought the advocacy of the
Conventual Franciscans at Seville when he tried to convince the King and Queen
of Spain to support his expedition to the New World. After several failed attempts,
finally Columbus was granted his petition through the intercession of Friar Juan
Perez. Friar Juan was the financial advisor to King Ferdinand and the regular
confessor of Queen Isabella. And, as an astronomer, Friar Juan Perez accompanied
Columbus on his second voyage in 1493, and is credited with celebrating the first
Mass in the New World.

Conventual Franciscans in North America
Even though there were individual Franciscan friars who ministered to the people
of North America, especially between the 1780's and 1850's, the permanent and
abiding presence of the Friars Minor Conventual in North America began on
September 14, 1852. The Napoleonic suppression of religious houses in 1803 had
devastated the life and ministry of the friars in Germany. The few remaining friars
in German controlled areas saw the missionary adventure to America as a great
hope for rebirth. It would be a sacrifice, but the invitation of Bishop Jean Odin of
Galveston, Texas, initiated the courageous venture of five friars who would
minister to German and Polish immigrants. These Franciscans of German, Polish
and Belgian ancestry were given four parishes, along with twelve mission churches
that extended westward to California and south to Mexico. However, after two
years of ministry in the Southwest, some of the friars accepted invitations to work
with immigrants in New York State. Soon it was decided that all of the friars
would go East to lay a solid foundation for the Franciscan Order in North America.
In 1859 the motherhouse of the American mission was established in Syracuse at
Assumption Parish. In February of 1872, the friars of the mission became members
of the very first Franciscan province in the United States - the Immaculate
Conception Province. In 1906 it was decided to establish a second American
province to minister specifically to the Poles. This new province, named after Saint
Anthony of Padua, is now headquartered in Baltimore. As the years passed and the
number of friars grew, three more provinces were created. In 1926 the Province of
Our Lady of Consolation was founded and established Mt. Saint Francis, Indiana
as its motherhouse. The Chicago Province named for Saint Bonaventure was
founded in 1939. And in 1981, the West Coast Province of Saint Joseph of
Cupertino was established in California.

An Expansion of Conventual Heritage
In the intervening years of continued immigration, the Depression and World
Wars, the friars began ministering to people of all ethnic origins. They served in
many secondary schools as teachers and administrators; they served as military,
university, prison, and hospital chaplains; they established printing presses and
founded several publications. The friars have been pastoral and substance abuse
counselors, itinerant preachers, directors of retreat centers, arts' colonies, and the
sponsors of a radio program. They have ministered in AIDS hospices and homeless
shelters. They have constructed housing for the handicapped, founded a network of
international shelters for youth and runaways, have co-sponsored a Franciscan
NGO Office (non-governmental organization) at the United Nations, and have
even initiated a wine making venture.
The twentieth century also saw the American Conventual Franciscan Provinces
evangelizing by either founding or re-founding a number of missions, namely:
Brazil, Canada, Costa Rica, Denmark, El Salvador, England, Ghana, Honduras,
Japan, Mexico, and Zambia. The American friars have also generously assisted the
international Order with ministry as confessors in St. Peter's Basilica in Rome, and
as pilgrim leaders in Assisi. In keeping with their long heritage of cultural
promotion, the friars minister at various significant sanctuaries across the country:
Our Lady of Mount Carmel, the oldest Spanish mission in Texas, is located in El
Paso; St. Stanislaus Basilica in Chicopee, Massachusetts; St. Josaphat Basilica in
Milwaukee, Wisconsin; the National Shrine of Blessed Kateri Tekawitha (Native
American), Fonda, New York; the National Shrine of St. Maximilian Kolbe
(Marytown), Libertyville, Illinois; and the National Shrine of Our Lady of
Consolation in Carey, Ohio.

The Order Today
Today the Friars Minor Conventual wear a black habit, in those countries which
had undergone a suppression, while, in the mission lands, and beyond, they have
begun to return to the original color of the Franciscan habit: ashen grey. They

continue to care for, among other things, the Basilica of St. Francis and the Sacred
Convent of Assisi, and their principal center of study is the Theological Faculty of
St. Bonaventure in Rome. Among the centers of formation and culture, one also
finds the Theological Institute of St. Anthony the Doctor, in Padua. The General
Curia of the Order is centered in Rome at the Friary of the Twelve Holy Apostles.
As of January 1, 2011, the Order had 4,197 Friars (of whom 17 are Bishops, 2,907
are Priests, and 13 are Permanent Deacons), and 35 Provinces comprising 664
houses: they are present in 66 countries (7 African, 17 in the Americas, 10 Asian,
31 European, and Australia).

Witness of the Order
The family of the Friars Minor Conventual considers itself in historic and spiritual
continuity with the original Order of Minors founded by St. Francis: it is inspired
and feels particularly linked to all the saintly figures of the Order, even before the
division. The greatest among these is the Founder, the Saint of Assisi. Along with
him, we cannot forget those who launched the Second and Third Orders: St. Clare
of Assisi for the Poor Clares, and Saints Elizabeth of Hungary and Louis IX of
France for the lay people, who today are called the Secular Franciscan Order
(OFS). Among the more significant Saints of Franciscan origin, and particularly
linked to the Conventual tradition, one must not forget to mention: St. Anthony of
Padua, the First Martyrs of the Order, Berard and Companions, St. Bonaventure of
Bagnoregio, the Blesseds Egidio of Assisi, Thomas of Celano, Luke Belludi of
Padua, John Duns Scotus, Andrew Conti of Anagni, Oderic of Pordenone, James
of Strepa, and Angelo of Monteleone of Orvieto. Following the Division of 1517,
we continued to be blessed with Saints recognized and revered by the Church, as
well as witnesses who have remained silent and anonymous. The Church
canonized St. Joseph of Cupertino in the XVIII century. In more recent times, Pope
John Paul II elevated St. Maximilian Kolbe and St. Francis Anthony Fasani to the
honors Sainthood. Among the Blesseds we recall: Bonaventure of Potenza,
Raffaele Chylinski, Anthony Lucci, the Martyrs of the French Revolution, Jean-

François Burté, Jean-Baptiste Triquerie, Nicola Savouret and Louis A. J. Adam,
seven Polish Martyrs, and five Martyrs of the Spanish Revolution.

Significant American Franciscans
Besides observing the feasts of the Franciscan saints in the universal calendar, the
Conventuals also retain a special memory of several other American friars. Friar
Aloys Fish +1939, historian and preacher, was also a long-time advocate for prison
reform. Friar Dominic Szymanski +1951, was the co-founder of a printing
apostolate in the spirit of St. Maximilian Kolbe. Friar Justin Figas +1959, was the
founder of the radio program, "The Rosary Hour." He was also an advisor to
President Roosevelt regarding the German occupation of Poland during World War
II. Friar Casimir Cyphir +1975, was a missionary in Honduras who was brutally
martyred. Friar Frederick Gorka +1992, a man who escaped Nazi aggression, spent
his entire life dedicated to serving displaced immigrants. And, one our senior most
members, Friar Jeremy Chodacki (1906-present), was commissioned to compose
the arrangement for the Israeli National Anthem while he was a student in Cracow.

Minister Generals
The American Provinces have also contributed to the international administration
of the Order with four men who have served as Minister Generals (the successor of
St. Francis). These men served with distinction at times of international crisis. Friar
Dominic Reuter (1904-1910) was the first American to be elected General. He held
a doctorate in both philosophy and theology, and during the First World War he
was appointed to head the Vatican Office for war prisoners. Friar Bede Hess
(1936-1953) served the Order during the precarious years of the Second World
War. He was an intermediary between the Allied and Axis powers, and a man who
promoted culture, social works, and new missions in Latin America. Friar Basil
Heiser (1960-1972) served during one of the most transforming events for the
Church of the modern era, the Second Vatican Council. During his many travels

Friar Basil promoted a reawakening of social ministry and cultural activities that
were all to be balanced with contemplative prayer. After his term, Pope Paul VI
named General Heiser to the position of Under-Secretary to the Congregation for
Religious. And even the third millennium was ushered in with the election of an
American, Friar Joachim Giermek (2001-2006). Fr. Joachim was the 118th
successor to Francis. Our current and 119th Minister General is Fr. Marco Tasca of
the Paduan Province of St. Anthony in Italy.
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