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St Francis

I hope you like history.

St Francis was born in Assisi in Italy in 1181.  Francis is a nickname.  His real name was Giovanni, but his father called him Francesco, meaning ‘the Frenchman’, because he was a cloth trader who traded in France, had married a French wife, and loved all things French.  Francis grew up, therefore, in a relatively affluent and cosmopolitan environment.  He was surrounded by fine things and good clothes.  As a youth he was charismatic and popular with his peers, a lad about town, who wasn’t averse to a bit of high-spirited trouble and street brawling.  But the father-son relationship wasn’t so good.  It was expected that Francis would go into the family business, but he was a rebellious character.  Despite his high-living, he was already hankering after a different way of living.  On one occasion when he was selling his father’s cloth in the marketplace, he was so moved by the plight of a beggar that he gave the man everything he had.  Dad was apoplectic.  

Francis then got himself involved in a war with nearby Perugia.  Things went wrong for the lads from Assisi and they were captured and imprisoned.  Something happened to Francis during that incarceration and he emerged  a year later a changed man.  A serious illness not long afterwards was a further catalyst for change.  No longer the well-dressed party-loving leader of the pack, Francis began to care for the poor and for lepers, something which made his wealthy, image-conscious family, particularly Dad, incandescent with rage.  He also developed a passion for some of the local churches which had fallen into disrepair.  It was while he was praying in the semi-derelict church of San Damiano that he received his famous calling.  As he prayed he received a mystical vision in which the icon of the crucified Christ came alive and spoke to him, saying three times ‘Go and repair my church, which you see is falling down’.  At first, Francis thought he meant that particular church building, and so he sold his horse and some cloth from his father's store, to assist the priest there.  His father, by now on the war path, tried to change his mind, first with threats and then with beatings.  Finally, in the presence of the bishop, Francis renounced his father and his inheritance, returning even the clothes he was wearing, and began to live as a beggar, cherishing what he called ‘Lady Poverty’.

Before long, however, Francis realised that his calling was in fact to reform the whole church, which was corrupt and had lost its way.  He dedicated himself to prayer, to simplicity of life, and to caring for the poor, keeping always as his guide and inspiration the life of Jesus Christ as revealed in the Scriptures.  

On 24 February 1209, Francis heard a sermon that changed his life. The text was Matthew 10:9, in which Christ tells his followers that they should go out and proclaim that the Kingdom of heaven was upon them, taking no money with them, not even a walking stick or shoes. Francis was inspired to devote himself to a life of poverty.  Wearing a rough garment, barefoot, and without even a staff, he began to preach repentance.  He was soon joined by his first follower, a prominent fellow townsman. Within a year Francis had eleven followers. 

Others were attracted to join him in his way of life, compelled by the Christ-centred passion he radiated and he prepared a simple, gospel-based Rule for them all to live by.  His influence on western Christendom, even during his lifetime, was immense, and he challenged and advised successive popes.  Two years before his death, his life being so closely linked with that of his crucified Saviour, he received the Stigmata, the marks of the wounds of Christ, on his body.  He died on the evening of October 3rd 1226.  He was canonised less than 2 years later.

Francis is one of the few saints many people can readily recognise.  He is often depicted as a rather wishy-washy sort of character, with a far-away look, surrounded by unrealistically docile animals.  He may have been a unique character, but meek and mild he certainly was not.  His life story suggests to me an individual who was totally single-minded, obsessed even, who lived life with an all-consuming passion.  A man whose commitment to Christ was so complete that he inhabited Christ; he carried within his soul the essence and love of Christ, and he carried on his body the physical wounds of Christ’s physical body.  I like to think that I follow Christ in my life, but I’m a vain and empty imposter compared with the burning passion of Francis.

Which leads me to question where my, where your, where our society’s burning passion lies.  What is it in each of our lives which drives us?  What gives us our identity?  What is it that we couldn’t possibly give up without feeling ourselves to be broken?  What makes living worthwhile?  Is it family which motivates us? Or work that fulfils us? Is it art or music which feeds your soul?  Is it your connection with the land which gives you your identity?  Is it intellectual curiosity which keeps you alive?  Is it a need to be needed, or liked?  Is it perhaps a grudge or a vendetta or a feud which shapes your life?

Or is it God?  Could your passion for Christ possibly be the single guiding passion in your life?  If not, why not?  What’s in the way?  Do you want to feel such passion for Christ?  Do you even want to want to feel such passion?  And what might it mean if we did?  We each have a unique calling from God to serve him in the places and relationships into which he has led us, so an overwhelming passion for God above all else, certainly won’t mean a mass exodus to a monastery.

A passion for Christ in our lives, a passion which trumps every other desire and longing and concern, like that of St Francis, will have 2 distinct characteristics.  Firstly it will be planted and tended in prayer.  Both the prayer which takes place in those dedicated, set-aside times, and also the prayer which accompanies every breath.  The prayer which recognises that Christ is a constant companion.  The prayer which doesn’t just ask and then waits for an answer; the prayer which waits for God to set the agenda.  Secondly, such Christ-like passion would be marked by integrity.  No ulterior motives, no hiding from God or self or others, no charity in public but mockery in private.  No half measures.  A naked, honest, barefoot soul that walks in the footprints left by Christ.

Do you dare to get rid of the pretensions and preoccupations of life, and give that room to Christ?

Amen.

