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My memories of Christmas center around something 
other than visits with or from Santa. I don’t recall the 
presents we received, or the annual Christmas movies. 
Rather what endures in my memories are small and 
personal things.

I remember the flicker of my dad’s 8mm movies, 
especially one from a Christmas when I was five or six. 
I’m wearing a cowboy hat, cowboy boots, and a toy gun 
and holster. The home movie is my memory—not the 
actual event. What I do recall is a plastic ice cream cone 
I received out of a gumball machine—meant for a child’s 
charm bracelet. One Christmas, I 
put an ornament hook on it and 
hung it on the Christmas tree.

Many years later, long past 
being excited about holiday 
decorating, after years of 
Christmas trees and customs in 
different friaries, I found myself 
at my family’s home in Kansas 
for Christmas—the first time in 
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over 25 years as a friar. To my surprise, I discovered that 
plastic ice cream cone, with much of its paint faded and 
worn off, hanging on my mother’s tree! I may not have 
been able to be home with her and dad for Christmas all 
those years, but I was nevertheless present to them, and 
they did not forget me.

Christmas has long been a way for the world to 
somehow profit from a religious celebration. Deep 
down, most of us resent reducing the celebration to 
commercialism. Yet, we continue to get “sucked in” 
to it, because we are bombarded with consumerism in 
the media. Despite attempts by the news media to find 
a deeper meaning in the holiday, they often pay more 
attention to feuding factions in society, for and against 
any demonstration of religious devotion.

What to say about Christmas that has not been said 
before? We have all heard so many reflections about this 
feast! But let me remind you of the uniquely Franciscan 
theology that the Incarnation—God becoming human— 
is not in reparation for sin, but because of Love: God 
loving us.

Relationships are what really matter, as difficult 
and frustrating as they can be. Christmas can prompt 
a memory of something said or done—or not done—

Nativity scene at St. Michael Mission, St. Michaels, Arizona. (Photo by Edgardo 
Diaz, OFM)

(continued on page two)
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that has created a chasm between us and another. Christmas can 
emphasize what is painful or embarrassing. But the deeper meaning 
of what we celebrate is the possibility for human relationships 
to transcend the commercialism all around us. A Franciscan 
heart celebrates God’s relationship with us in Jesus Christ—God 
becoming human. 

Building a bridge across the chasm which might divide families, 
friendships, communities—even nations—should not be done 
just because it is Christmas. We can make a commitment to build 
bridges whenever we find chasms. In this way, we celebrate the 
heart of Christianity: “God is love; and the one who abides in love, 
abides in God and God in us” (see 1 John 4:16). 

We friars wish for you the peace which comes from the truth 
that God is love.

Fr. Ron Walters, OFM
Provincial Minister,
Our Lady of Guadalupe Province 
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Rome, 8 December 2021

To all the Friars Minor of the Order
To all the Poor Clares of the Order of St Clare

To the brothers, sisters and friends of our Order

Dear Brothers and Sisters, May the Lord give you peace!
I would like to journey with you into St Francis’ feelings when on that Christmas day in 1223, 
he indulged his restless impulse to go into the rocks and woods around the village of Greccio. 
Not alone but accompanied by his brothers and by an unassuming and poor humanity, made 
up of simple folk and humble people.

What drove Friar Francis to experience that Christmas was the irresistible desire to see the 
poverty in which the Lord Jesus wanted to be born with his own eyes. And this to believe that 
He - crucified and risen - is present, alive and glorified in the Holy Spirit, hidden under the tiny 
appearance of bread until the day of His return. 

Clare will live by this same gaze, astonished and loving, that nourishes her faith and focuses it 
on the poverty of Jesus, from his birth, throughout his life, up to the Cross. Clare’s life is trans-
formed and made similar in every way to the poor Crucified, together with her sisters.

Seeing and believing are two verbs, as we well know, central to St Francis. 

Seeing reminds us of the physicality of Francis’ faith: it is not enough for him to think, but he 
wants to see with his eyes, touch with his hands, smell with his nostrils, hear with his ears, taste 
with his tongue. In short, his whole person, his senses, are set in motion by desire, by 
what moves him most deeply. So, faith is simply life for him.

I wonder if I still have a fervent desire to see and touch the Lord. Per-
haps something else moves me. Then like Francis, I need to get out of 
my comfort zone and set out towards a different and possibly hostile 
place, to which the wood and the rocks of Greccio allude. It is here 
that I can listen again to that desire within me, in the very groaning of 
creation, our common home: to see the Lord Jesus in the mystery of his 
poverty and weakness, to open myself and ourselves again to a renewed 
encounter with him in the Spirit. 

Francis experienced this encounter in a “physical” way: he touched the 
body of the Lord in the Gospel, read and listened to every day; he saw 
him in the leper, in his brothers, in the poor priests, in sinners; he saw 
the poverty of Jesus in the paradox of the human condition, magnif-
icent and at the same time destined for death. He looked into the 
eyes of this fragility, finally freed from bitterness and fear. 

From the encounter with Jesus, the joy of faith blos-
soms for him, the fresh look of the risen man who sees 
the presence of God in all creatures and, for this rea-
son, praises him and returns all good to him. 
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Believing: faith is kindled by that encounter that touched me and left its mark in the flesh of my 
life. Our individual belief is born and safeguarded by the great “yes” of the faith of the Church. 
This is the act that accomplishes that seeing, that touching and letting oneself be reached. Let us 
look for the echo of this “yes” in the mysterious journey that, in countless ways, so many people 
make towards the Mystery.

Seeing without believing could leave my faith at the mercy of the emotion of the moment.

Believing without seeing could reduce faith to an idea that simply no longer has anything to do 
with my life and falls away, even when I continue to perform religious acts outwardly.

Joy is the sign that our faith is still alive; sadness and lament are like an anaesthetic of faith, 
which slowly becomes stupefied, loses contact with the “physicality” of our flesh, of life, and 
becomes merely intellectual or moralistic. Or it disappears.

Let us be vigilant, blessed brothers and sisters because this can also happen to us. Unfortunate-
ly, it does happen when: I take faith for granted and do not creatively cultivate a life of prayer in 
silence and contemplation, I lose contact with the word of God, I allow the Eucharist to become 
a routine, I do not joyfully avail of the Sacrament of Reconciliation, I separate faith from life, I 
do not forgive and do not spend my life for others, I distance myself from the poor and adapt 
to a comfortable and guaranteed life. 

Seeing and believing are Francis’ steps, disarming in their simplicity and depth. 

At Christmas 2021, we are still waiting for the Lord, who nourishes our faith. He is present 
in the chiaroscuro of this time, which asks us to listen, discern and decide:
- the widespread fear of the pandemic, which seems to have no end and is changing us, includ-
ing the role of science and technology, as is the case everywhere now;
- the solidarity that so many have shown in this emergency, which we did not expect;
- the massing of migrants and refugees at so many borders, with the sense of impotence that
this gives us;
- the concrete signs of welcome and openness to others, paying in person;
- the suffering of our mother earth, scarred by the toil of so many women,
men and children wounded in their physical and moral dignity;
- the signs of resistance and responsibility for the future of the com-
mon home, especially among the youngest;
- the hotbeds of war, terror and repression scattered around the
world, so much so that they no longer even make the news;
- the silent work of those who, in many ways, become agents and medi-
ators of peace and justice.

This list could go on. We are called to celebrate Christmas 
with eyes that can see this reality in and around us. 
Let each of us, starting with ourselves, take a step 
towards that Greccio wood among the rocks, to 
see a Child born in this poor reality.

This Christmas, I believe that I am, and we 
are called to see and believe in a new way. 
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The time in which we live, and which con-
sumes all confidence, including religious 
confidence, asks us to do so. 

The very dynamic of faith, which is a journey, a 
search, an ever-renewed adherence, asks us to 
do so. 

Our religious life that today calls for a pro-
found redefinition in the different contexts 
in which we live in the world asks us to do 
so. 

The fear that we may still have of God also 
asks us to do so: let us remember that He gives 
us everything and takes nothing away from us; He 
offers Himself to us as a father does with his children; 
He reveals His face of mercy and grace so that our human-
ity may live. 

The fact that, faith is losing its meaning in so many people’s lives, and often also our own, who 
have chosen to follow the Lord, asks us to do so. 

Francis surprises us as always and shows us the road that leads to Greccio, that is, to remote 
places, far from the great routes, to rediscover right here the possibility of a new belief, rich 
even today in life and in the future, to seek as pilgrims in the night. 

My wish for this 2021 Christmas is that we may open our eyes in the Holy Spirit and believe 
in the mystery of the poverty of Jesus and his Blessed Mother. And from these “spiritual 
eyes,” let the flame of faith be rekindled. Ignited by the fire of the Holy Spirit, we will become 
more and more inflamed against all icy inertia of the heart. In this way, in the various parts 
of the world in which we live, we will be that prophetic sign we are called to be by vocation, 
the presence of Christ crucified and risen for every brother and sister whom the Lord enables 
us to meet. 

This is the prophetic sign that Francis and Clare were in the warmth of their faith. It was a 
humble search - and not its possession - for the Presence of the Living One in all creatures.

Here is the sign that we can be whenever we are not afraid to see and believe again.

Happy Christmas, brothers and sisters,
 and let us remember each other to the Lord who is coming.

Your brother and servant

Br. Massimo Fusarelli, ofm
Minister General 

Prot. 110851                 immagini: Carmelo Ciaramitaro
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F R I A R  N E W S

Jesús Eber, (photo at left) 
who is applying to join the 
province, was a guest at our 
Thanksgiving dinner.

Thanksgiving 2021
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from the 
A R C H I V E S
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December 2021

Dear Friend of the Missions,

Christmas has come! All the hype in the world around 
us bombards us with advertising to buy this or buy 
that. Is there ever a point when we can say, “that’s 
enough?” Will that new iPhone really be the gift to 
repair a broken relationship? I don’t have an answer 
for you. Only honest communication can resolve 
misunderstandings between family and friends. Gifts 
are nice but they can’t buy love

We need to look deeper into the mystery of 
Christmas. God has given the greatest gift of all. In 
this holy season, we celebrate the great gift of God to 
us in Jesus Christ. God’s love is the reason this is a 
time of sharing, of gift-giving!

As you no doubt have shared already your 
Christmas blessings and gifts with family and 
friends, can you find it in your heart to help us make 
this Christmas a little more hopeful for the many 
needy families we encounter at our Native American 
missions in Arizona and New Mexico?

Your alternative Christmas gift donation can 
provide much needed clothing and school supplies 
for the children attending school on the Navajo 

Reservation. It can also provide the funding to heat our 
mission churches on the Reservation where some of 
the weekly collections can’t even pay for the utilities. 
Your donation can help to provide a scholarship for 
a Native American or Hispanic student to attend 
Catholic school. 

Please consider giving an alternative gift in the 
form of a donation to our Southwest Franciscan 
Missions in the name of a loved relative or friend. 
If you wish, we will send your loved one a special 
note which tells them of your alternative gift in their 
name. We can send a special note to them or send it to 
you so that you can forward it yourself. 

You can make a donation in honor of a loved 
one either through Pay Pal, MasterCard, Visa, or 
American Express by connecting to our web page 
at https://swfranciscans.org/ or you can mail us your 
donation to: Southwest Franciscan Missions, P.O. 
Box 12395, Albuquerque, NM 87195-0395.

Please know that you and your loved ones are 
remembered in our daily prayers, good works, and 
Masses during this Christmas Season. Your spiritual 
and financial assistance is deeply appreciated.

Peace and All Good,

Br. Bruce, OFM

Br. Bruce Michalek, OFM, 
Director of Development

YOU CAN DONATE ONLINE AT:
WWW.SWFRANCISCANS.ORG/SUPPORT-US 

OR TO:
BROTHER BRUCE, OFM 

1204 STINSON STREET, SW 
ALBUQUERQUE, NM 87121

The Southwest Franciscans’ Annual 
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