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SEARCHing in Durham
by Br. Neal Dunnigan, OEF

In April 2026,I was in Durham England at the Third
International Franciscan Studies Conference.
The conference theme was: Life and Love
Transtigured:Exploring New Horizons in the Franciscan
Tradition.There were about 150 attendees.There were
scholars,provincialleaders,even Franciscan media stars
Daniel P.Horan and Casey Cole.Two OFS siblings from my
old fraternity in Oklahoma City made the special
pilgrimage.Even one of our own Br Sam's professors from
the Franciscan School of Theology at University of San
Diego.(Sam must have impressed her because she wanted
to know all about "Prayerful Discernment")

A director of my Unitarian Church is a retired medieval
scholar.She tipped me off to the conference and encouraged
me to present a paper: Repair My Church -A Unitarian San
Damiano Experience. (You can watch video of that on our
OEF Google Workspace by going to the Google
“space"called:OEF Chat-SpiritualReflections.)
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In this article, I was to share an evangelisation model
presented by three young friars (OFM) from Charlotte,
NC.The model is called S.E.A.R.C.H(Seek,Encounter,
Accompany, Renew, Convert, and Heal).Basically, these
three friars had been given permission and funding to setup a
mendicant-like hermitage.From that base, they try different
methods to simply meet all sorts of people,where they are,i
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n
life situations.This likely sounds both simple and familiar to

many of us who have been around for a while. For me, what
was most exceptional was the fact that both Charlotte's
Catholic Diocese and the OFM province were willing to take
three professed/ordained resources“off-line"-away from
traditional pastoral roles where they would
have been in very high demand.

(Continued on page 2)Retreat Registration Form
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Spiritual Reflections:The Angel Raphael:Chaplain tol very much enjoyed their stories and anecdotes of
the Tobit Family).their everyday encounters. However, I was left
Renew -The process of revitalising one's own faith orcurious about their SEARCH model. The write-up in
the life of a church community Not justthe program indicated that this team had developed

it. Yet, the friars did not mention any struggles of returning to some prior status quo, but rather
re-connecting with our original created goodnessdeveloping or refining the model, nor
in a more relevant way.did the have any interest in delivering the model as

a reusable lifelong formation training tool. It appears
that they defnitely were not modelbuilders.Their Convert -An ongoing change of heart and mind

(metanoia). It is the interior transformation wheresession was about a motivational story, not a
one turns away from past habits and moves towardmethodological story.
their.⋯

Good News! The three friars left me curious enough
to followup on my own.it seems that SEARCH is
one part of a larger Roman Catholic initiative,
started by Pope John Paul ll, called The New
Evangelisation. In some ways,that initiative appears
to be open to the social sciences as a toolto better
understand what evangelisation approaches
work,for which people, and why.

Heal -Not fixing.Creating the safety and supportive
space for correction,mitigation,adaptation,
and new growth.

What do you think of the SEARCH model? Does it
sound like a good lifelong formation tool? What
would you do to make it better, or to better leverage
its use?

In that context,SEARCH s a modelthat represents
the stages of a person's faith journey In
ministry,we should be perceptive to a person's stage
if we want to "meet them where they are" in more
than just the physical sense.

When Fiddlesticks publishes this,I'l drop a copy in
our OEF Google Workspace. By going to the
Google“space" called: OEF Chat -Spiritual
Reflections,you can share your own comments and
ideas about SEARCH.

Here is my own distillation of the model:
Search -Seriously explorng life's big questions and
looking for deeper meaning.Or Seek -Actively
looking for internal and external connections with
the divine or a community

Peace and blessings -Neal

Encounter -A personally defining moment or
experience where one finds a glimpse of their true
self or senses a partial presence of God's glory

Accompany -Walking alongside someone in their
journey without judgment. For me,this is the
archetype of the intimate stranger as exemplifed by
Raphael in The Book of Tobit (see OEF Chat -
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This year, something extraordinary is Francis would say that the journey begins not with
heroic effort, but with a small step toward love —happening in Assisi

        * " FRA“N CIS OF ASSISI AND THE GIFT OF LENT"

.
especially toward those we find difficult to love.

For the first time in 800 years, the relics
l thought it worth sharingconsidered to be those of St Francis are going
Br Regon public display The Franciscans have

chosen to do this during Lent, a season that
*This article was sent in after the Lent issueshaped Francis's own journey of faith.
deadline, but seemed relevant to include here.
Here is the original online article, aFrancis's conversion had a deeply Lenten
combination of several sources:character. He learned to see differently:

In the leper, he discovered compassion where
The re lics  o f St. Francis o f Assisi are onhe once felt fear.
public display in Assisi from February 22 to
March 22,2026, marking the 800thBefore the crucifix of San Damiano,he heard
anniversary of his death.Christ's call to rebuild what was broken.
Event Overview

For the first time in history, the mortal remains
of St. Francis of  Assisi are fully visible to the

In renouncing his old life, he found the freedom
to live simply and joyfully

public in the lower church of the Basilica of St.
Francis in Assisi, Italy. The displayLent invites us into the same pattern:

to see with clearer eyes,

to listen more deeply,

commemorates the 800th anniversary of his
death in 1226 and allows pilgrims to venerate
the saint's relics directly,which are housed in a
nitrogen-filled,bulletproof plexiglass case
inscribed with "Corpus Sancti Francisci" (The
Body of St Francis).. The bones, usually keptand to let go of what no longer gives life.
hidden in the crypt, have only been briefly
displayed once before in 1978 for a limited

The display of Francis's remains is not meant
to glorify him, but to remind us that holiness is

audience. www.vaticannews.va+4lived bodily and simply, in the ordinary places
where God meets us. It is a quiet invitation to

Historicaland Spiritual Significanceask:
St. Francis, born in 1182,renounced his wealth
to live a ife of poverty and service, foundingWhat might God be trying to rebuild in us this
the Franciscan Order. His body, whichLent?
reportedly bore the stigmata, was hidden after
his death to prevent theft and rediscovered inWhat might we need to release,so that Christ
1818, with official recognition confirmed bycan live more freely in us?
Pope Pius VII.

(Continued on page 4)
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The public exposition of his relics is intended
not only as an act of devotion but also as a         
spiritual encounter, allowing the faithful to       
connect with the saint's life and message of       
peace, fraternity, and simplicity. Church officials venerate the saint's remains, refect on his life,
emphasize that venerating the relics is a way to and experience a tangible connection to one o

Conclusion
The 2026 public display of St. Francis' relics in
Assisi is a historic and spiritually significant
event, offering pilgrims a rare opportunity to

f
experience the Holy Spirit through the saint's Christianity's most beloved figures. The

exhibition will continue until March 22, 2026,humanity. (Manila Standard+3)
providing a month-long period for devotion,

V isito r Info rmation prayer, and cultural engagement.
(Newsday +2)Approximately 400,000 people have registered

to view the relics,with daily attendance
expected between 15,000 and 19,000 visitors.
A highly organized system with QR code
reservations allows about 750 people to enter
the lower church every 30 minutes. Pilgrims
follow a designated route past 13th- and 14th-
century frescoes by Cimabue and Giotto, with
opportunities for silent prayer and reflection.
Special arrangements are in place for people
with mobility or visual impairments, and the
display is carefully monitored to ensure
preservation and security
(www.vaticannews.va +5) Why "Fiddlesticks?"

The uninitiated among us may not know the story of
our newsletters odd name. Here is the story:Cultura l and Comm unity Impact

The month-long display has significant cultural
and social impact on Assisi, drawing visitors
from Italy and around the world, including the
United States,Brazil, and Africa. Local
accommodations and services are fully
booked, and the city has implemented shuttle
services and additional parking to manage the
influx. The event reinforces Assisi's role as a
major pilgrimage destination and highlights the
enduring relevance of St. Francis' teachings in
contemporary society
(National Catholic Register+3)

One day, when Francis was walking in the
woods, he was so filled with delight at the beauty of
the world that he wished to express his gratitude with
music. He had no violin, so he picked up two sticks
and began to play. Birds sang and animals came out
and danced⋯
Far-fetched, you say? Perhaps only those who
believe that animals dance can hear the violin music
of two twigs (Fiddlesticks!)

- from Simple Living by Jose Hobday
- Shared by Dale Carmen,OEF
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peace and assurance. If he were standing here withFrom the family: We want to
extend our heartfelt thanks to
everyone who was with us today
to help us celebrate our dad's life
and lay him to rest. To those wh

Farewell, Br. Bob, Until We Meet Again

o
could not be with us in person,we
deeply felt your kind words,

messages,and prayers. Thank you all for the love,
support, and comfort you have shown our family.
Dad, I hope we made you proud today. We love
you! Happy first Valentine's Day in Heaven!

us today  he would boldly remind us not to mourn his
passing, but to celebrate his life,and his love.I
remember him saying "I don't want anyone to cry or
fee  sad" followed by a huge smile and joy in his
voice as he said"I sure won't be!" He is now right
where he has wanted to be. Surrounded by God and
his family, whom he missed so much.
When I would ask him what he wanted to be
remembered for in this lifetime and what he would
want me to share with you today it  always came
down the the following three things:his faith in God,
his family and friends,and his passion for helpingMy Eulogy for Dad
others.How fitting t is that we are here today on

Valentine's Day Originally rooted in Christian
tradition to honor Saint Valentine and now
dedicated as a day to express love, affection, and
friendship. I can't think of a better day to come
together to celebrate the life of our dad.
We want to thank each of you for being here today.
Your presence means more to us than words can
say

From a very young age our Dad had very clear ideas
and a very firm and unwavering sense of his faith. At
15 he left for Seminary School where he began his
religious, academic, and practical training for
Ordained Ministry. During this time he made lifelong
friendships with his brothers in Christ,several of
whom became our family He traveled the world
praying,studying, and teaching all while gaining a
deeper appreciation of his Catholic faith.He wasOne of the first things I shared with David and
inspired by the foreign countries he visited,theirEmily after Dad's passing was a quote I found on
cultures and their anguage. Even becoming fuent inhis phone. I'd like to share it with you all today.It
several such as French,German, and Latin. Hereflects his heart, his unwavering faith, the peace
played the piano and boy could he sing a churchhe carried with him, and the comfort he would want

us allto feel today hymn.He would sing full throated and heartfelt!
In 1971 he accomplished one of his proudest
achievements and was ordained into Priesthood as a“When death one day comes for me, I shall go with
Franciscan.a smile on my face, a hallelujah on my lips, and no

fear in my heart, for my God will be coming for me.
Eventually he decided to step away from theAnd where I will go, no more troubles will l ever
Presthood to find love and start a family of his own.see.Amen.”
however he always led with God first. When he still
felt the calling to preach the word of God,Dad truly lived by those words. He was not afraid of

death—quite the opposite, in fact. We spoke about
(Continued on page 6)it often, and his faith gave him a deep sense of
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Farewell, Br Bob⋯ continued

he didn't et the fact that he could no longer preach supportive of everything we set out to do, utterly
in Catholic Church in the same capacity stop him. and unconditionally proud of us and our
His spiritual heart, his deeply rooted faith,and achievements. When we needed him, he was
his love for God remained completely intact. there,ready to listen with patience and offer
He lived his final days with the quiet certainty
that God was with him always—something he
knew and felt until his very last breath.

Dad was the third of four children, born to our
grandparents, Oscar and Marian. His sister
Barbara and his brothers Jim and John meant
the world to him, and that love naturally
extended to his many nieces and nephews,
whom he cherished deeply. Whether family
members were with us here on earth or already
in heaven, Dad had a remarkable gift for
keeping their memories alive through the
stories he loved to tell and the many
photographs he proudly displayed.Even when
distance separated us, he remained a steady
and loving connection, always quick to keep us
kids updated on the lives and milestones of our
family, ensuring that no one ever felt far away.
When we were little he was patient and gentle,
creating a home grounded in safety and care.
Those early days revealed what we would
come to know for a lifetime—that his greatest
joy was simply being our dad. We have such
fond memories of the moments we shared with
him as kids: annual family vacations,trips to
the movies and McDonald's, planting flowers,
Saturday morning trips to the bank, weekends
at our lake house, bedtime routines that
consisted of the best back rubs and
personalized lullaby's, and celebrations for
every birthday, graduation and life milestone
along the way.

Dad was genuinely interested in us kids as
people -our thoughts, our dreams, and the lives

heartfelt guidance, and when words weren't
enough,he somehow knew that a shopping trip
could usually lift our spirits! His loving way of
reminding us that we were never alone and that
every problem could be met with care and
generosity.

And then there are his granddaughters. The
sheer joy on his face, and the love that seemed
to burst from his heart each time he learned he
was going to welcome a new grandchild was
truly unmistakable. Lillian Ryan came first,
followed by Addison Ann, Lucy Marie, and
Emma Josephine—each one treasured beyond
measure and each one holding a very special
place in his heart.

Our Dad was profoundly intelligent—not only in
the academic sense, but in the way he
approached life with an open, agile, and
endlessly curious mind. He devoted much of his
time to exploring spiritual and philosophical
ideas, including reincarnation and past lives,
meditation,energy work, mediumship, and the
power of positive thinking. What mattered most
to him, though, was not simply what he learned,
but how he used that knowledge—applying it
with compassion and purpose to help and guide
othe rs.

Our dad's life's work was rooted in service to
others,which he believed to be his highest
calling and the truest expression of his faith.In
1989, he opened his own practice, Blattner
Consulting, and for the next thirty-five years—
until his retirement (and I use that term loosely)

we were building. He was always completely in 2024—he devoted himself to helping people
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Farewell, Br Bob⋯. continued A  F ew  M o re  W o rd s  fo r  B r. Bob
navigate some of life's most difficult and

Because t's  Week One and Brother Bob Blattner'stransformative moments. His work was never
name is noted for this day along with Sister Helenjust a profession; it was a ministry of
Kiwi Bathurst and Brother Dale Paul Blesz for ourcompassion, wisdom, and deep respect for the
Intercessory Prayers,we do indeed ift our prayershuman spirit.
for you,Kiwi and Dale. We pray for your well-being,
trust the power of God's Love to be flowing throughIn the days since Dad's death, the family have
you to touch the world through your Vocations andreceived many messages of love and respect
the happenstance of people you encounter. May youabo ut Dad.
enjoy your places here on Planet Earth and the
particularities of plants,trees, rocks,creatures,Many have spoken of Dad's guidance and
weather,and living creatures that neighbor you. Wementorship; a few have spoken of how Dad
thank you for incarnating God's love through yoursupported them in their faith; others simply
presence in this Order and your service on behalf ofspoke of what a good and kind man Dad was.
this Order,  Amen!There have been many more similar messages,

And I say of.⋯and it has helped us all so much to know how
BROTHER BOB BLATTNER  6/13/1944-much our beautiful dad was so important to, and
2/10/2026so loved by so many. He was indeed a good

Bob was a Franciscan who walked with
several Franciscan Orders in the course of his
spiritual journey with the Church as the Body of
Christ,in the companionship of Francis and Clare
and the generations of Franciscans who preceded
him, and very intimately with us as Members of the
Order of Ecumenical Franciscans.

m an;he  was without doubt the best man I have
ever known,and ever expect to know.

l would like to finish by re-sharing an old post he
wrote on Facebook:
“I have an hour here in the Wurzburg Cathedral
to rest and pray for every person I have ever
met that God will bless us all with love and
friendship!"

His movement between 3 different
Franciscan Orders were marked by significant
events in his personal life,each reshaping some
aspect of his commitments to God, to Jesus,to the
Roman Catholic Church,to Saints Francis and Clare.

And that is our dad in a nutshell.
We love you,Pop,we are grateful to have had
you for as long as we did, and we willALWAYS
miss you. Thank you for everything you did and
everything you were.

The Order of Ecumenical Franciscans was
his most recent Franciscan "home,” as part of the
Gateway Fellowship, residing in the St.Louis Metro
area.He lived the trials of life,knew sufferng and
sadness, and through them grasped the power and
joy of walking the Way of Jesus in the company of
those who exercise the joy and service,the poverty
and simplicity of Francis and Clare.

Ah, Bob! May your soul thrive in God's eternal Love.
Br Michael Vosler- 2/24/2026
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2025. Rhys Bezzant, tr.

Review: Br. Seaghán Murphy, OEF

     Searching for the "historical Francis" proves
     elusive. A Yale professor of late medieval and

       Reformation theology, Volker Leppin sifts through
     the "fragmentary" evidence of Francis'earliest

      chroniclers.He emphasizes primary sources,
    opting for a streamlined approach appealing to

      audiences ready for a cogent,compact study..
      Complementing Dominican historian Augustine

       Thompson's sober analysis and French scholar of
     spirituality Andre Vauchez's broad survey

(both appeared in 2012; see my reviews in       
Fiddlesticks #151 and #155 respectively),Leppin     
alerts us to rewards of placing the Poverello within         
his era rather than romanticizing his appeal       
or rationalizing his relevance (for this, consult       
Patricia Appelbaum's 2015 Francis of America).        

      
He opens with over fve pages scrutinizing the name castoff lepers.
given to the son of Pietro Bernardone.Is t  Giovann

refuses onto i ts windowsill, this vignette
superimposes levels of interpretation guiding the
Friars Minor a few decades later towards pure
mendicancy Divesting himself of clothes before
Bishop Guido of Assisi, Francis embodies a
"medieval symbolic connection" in which
performative acts asserted one's status within feudal 

society beyond "merely vocalizing or gesturing" to
create meaning and convey a mission. The shaggy
dropout from Umbrian conventions broke with
municipal and paternal propriety through a "radical
ascetic lifestyle" within approved parameters.Neither 

heretic nor lunatic. Francis began (if briefy) as a
hermit. Then,his validated religious role via rupture"
expanded into a renovator of churches,generating a
fellowship of beggars for alms,and forming a squad
of itinerant day-laborers underwriting their care for

i
or Francesco? Thomas of Celano likely invented No wonder, as Leppin quotes Celano, that the
the ambiguity to insert parallels to the Baptist Founder appeared as if "homo alterus saeculi," a
preceding the Messiah. Patient examination of man from a different age.The Little Brothers' rapid
these origin stories typifies Leppin's rigor. leap into prominence via papalsupervision

pivoted their shift from vagrants to an approved
Relying on the Legend or Report of Three (albeit provisionally) movement announcing,as did
Companions(useful to remember in the later John the Baptist,the advent of Jesus' arrival anew.
Middle Ages,"legend" meant an nstructive saint's Parsing Francis' greeting of harmony
tale to be literally read daily rather than dubiously signed to all he met,Leppin reflects how Francis""task
inspired by true events" as we regard inventive in ife contained within it a proclamation
endeavors; a negative connotation arose under of peace built around his call to challenge others to
Anglicanism around the arrivalof the King James repent,spiritual postures that he had long
Bible), the two Lives by Thomas of Celano,and since cultivated himself This personal development
sporadically,the Fioretti Bonaventure, Jordan of in the life of Francis was shaped by a multitude of
Speyer and John of Perugia, Professor Leppin ruptures, which he pursued and cultivated to renew
examines their functions aligning Francis amidst his creaturely experience."
scriptural and typological prefigurations.

In the Admonitions, Leppin gleans hints of Francis'
preaching powerFor instance,when Francis flings the money the

priest at San Damiano's dilapidated chapel (Continued on page 9)





















Please print and provide one registration form( 2 through 4) for each person attending
 in your party. We look forward to having you participate in our gathering!



 

DATE:

NAME: 

ADDRES

(C)PHONE_________________________ ( H)PHONE:________________________

(W)PHONE:
_
ANY  SUGGESTIONS  AND/OR  GIFTS Y OU  WOULD  LIKE T O  SHARE  WITH  THE  GROUP  FOR  THE  WEEKEND      
(i.e., Music,  Prayers,  Meditation, D owntime  Activities,  etc.):   

All  meals  are  in  the  St.  Rose  Convent  Cafeteria  with t he  FSPA  Sisters. 
All  Snacks  will  be  served  in  the  Jacoba  Conference  Room. 
SPECIAL  DIETARY  REQUEST(S)  (i.e.,Diabetic, V egetarian,  Vegan,  Gluten  Free,  Food  Allergies,  etc.): 

SPECIAL  ACCOMMODATION(S)  REQUEST ( i.e.,ShowerSeat,  Bathroom,  Wheelchair  Accessibility,  Parking,
etc.)

EMERGENCY  CONTACT  INFORMATION ~Your  information  will  be  kept  confidential;will  be  used  for 
emergency  purposes  only; a nd  it  is  completely v oluntary  for  you  to  provide  this  information.You  may   
  choose  what information  you  wish  to  share for  emergency  purposes.By  no  means  is  sharing  your 
personal  medical inofrmation  mandatory  to participate in  this  event.It  is  with  good  intentions  for  event 

 participantsthat  this  information  isr  equested  in t he  event  of  a  medical  emergency  or  situation  that 
would  require  medical  attntion.

NAME(S): 
_RELATIONSHIP(S):
(H)PHONE:______________________

(W)PHONE:_____________________(C) PHONE:_________________________________
KNOWN  MEDICAL  CONDITION(S):
Add  additional  information b y  attaching  another  sheet of paper.

KNOWN ALLERGY(IES): Add additional information by attaching another sheet of paper.
MEDICATION(S):Add additional information by attaching another sheet of paper.
In the event of a medical emergency, do you give representatives sponsoring this event or the facility 
the authority to share the above emergency information to emergency medical personnel, if needed 
and/or you are unable to do so?
Please check one:□Yes□No     Date Signed:____________________________
Above Registrant or Representative Please Sign:___________________________________

Name of Representative & Relationship if different from Registrant:____________________________


