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Current theological research recognizes the family as the foundation of society and
often proposes it as a model for expressing theological concepts and human values.
This is especially evident in the Ecclesiastical Magisterium and in Franciscan spiri-
tuality. Pope Francis insists that we need to strengthen family life to move towards
a more fraternal world, “shaped by interdependence and shared responsibility”'.

Unfortunately, we are witnessing a crisis of the family and a global breakdown
of the free, fraternal, and affectionate relationships that characterize it. John Paul II
states that “the decline of the culture of marriage is associated with increased poverty
and a host of other social ills,” including the crisis of “human ecology’.

The term “family” is often applied not only to the nuclear family, usually based
on marriage, but also to the family of believers®, to the universal human family and
to the cosmic family*. It is also associated with the concept of “fraternity,” which

Pope Francis relates to Franciscan spirituality. Concretely, he affirms that “it was the
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evangelical witness of St. Francis, with his school of thought, that gave this term the
meaning it then preserved over the centuries™.

The first part of this presentation will focus on the importance of the family in the
recent Magisterium. The second part will study how the Franciscans have assumed it
in their legislation and their way of understanding authority and their own identity.
Finally, the third part will present the Franciscan vision of creation as a cosmic family®.

1. IMPORTANCE OF THE FAMILY IN THE RECENT MAGISTERIUM

The Second Vatican Council reevaluates familial and fraternal relations at all levels.
The Church, it says, “is to be renewed in Christ and transformed into God’s family’”.
With regard to consecrated persons, the Council encourages a more fraternal lifestyle
and asks that legislative texts be interpreted not with a casuistic mentality, but in the
light of what the founders lived and wanted to express.

It thus promotes a transition from “common life” to “fraternal life,” that is, a change
towards a more familiar and less regulated lifestyle. This is evident when comparing
the Code of Canon Law (CIC) of 1917 with that of 1983. The first insisted on “regular
observance” and uniformity, which resulted in strict compliance with rules, schedules,
and external elements (food, clothing, utensils)®. The 1983 CIC, instead, insists on
fraternal communion’, on the spiritual dimension of relationships and on the bonds
of charity: “A religious institute is a society in which members [...] lead a life of
brothers or sisters in common” (CIC 607, 2).

Following these indications, the Franciscan Rule ceased to be seen primarily as
a normative text and was put in relation to the vital and fraternal dynamism it pro-
motes. Likewise, the current OFM General Constitutions take over again the term
“fraternity,” so dear to Saint Francis, to identify the Franciscan Order!'°, but which had
ceased to be used after the approval of the Later Rule, except for a brief appearance
in the Constitutions of Perpignan (in 1331).
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1.1. God has in Himself the essence of the family

The post-conciliar Magisterium has frequently used the concept of the family, ap-
plying it analogically to God’s very essence. John Paul II affirms that God is a family,
“since He has in Himself fatherhood, sonship, and the essence of the family, which is
love”!!. The Father is the Lover, the Son the Beloved, the Spirit is Love.

The Trinitarian God (tri-unity) is communion in plurality'?. Everything has been
created according to this divine model and, therefore, “bears in itself a specifically
Trinitarian structure”!3.,

There is a certain analogy between the Trinitarian communion and the communion
that is lived in marriage. “The triune God is a communion of love and the family is
its living reflection” (4L 11); that is, “the family is the image of God, Who is a com-
munion of persons” (AL 71).

“Human fatherhood and motherhood, while remaining biologically similar to that of
other living beings in nature, contain in an essential and unique way a «likeness» to
God which is the basis of the family as a community of human life, as a community
of persons united in love (communio personarum). [ ...] The family, which originates
in the love of man and woman, ultimately derives from the mystery of God'.

This analogy is also found in Sacred Scripture and Tradition, which reveal the
Trinity “with the features of a family. Moreover, Christ “raised marriage to the sac-
ramental sign of His love for the Church” (AL 71 & 73).

1.2. The human being grows, matures, and learns in the family

Human beings have been created in the image of the Trinitarian God (Gn 1,27) and,
therefore, they are intrinsically social beings. Sexual difference and the companionship
of male and female are the primary forms of that intrinsic sociability (GS 12). By
relating, they develop their own identity, making “their own that trinitarian dynamism
which God imprinted in them” (LS 240).

In the family, we express and potentiate our intrinsic sociability, since it is there
“where we first learn to relate to others, to listen and share, to be patient and show
respect, to help one another and live as one” (AL 276). In this area of primary socia-
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