
It is difficult to think clearly about Francis of Assisi. The first thing that comes to mind
is the gentle saint who preached to birds, tamed wolves, and padded about in 
flower-filled fields basking in the love of God. But it's also difficult to imagine how 
such a benign figure could turn thirteenth-century Europe upside down.
In fact, Francis was a complex figure, a man who contemporaries claimed lived out 
the Sermon on the Mount better than anyone else, except of course, the man, Jesus,
who first preached it. If that's even close to the truth, it's a bit easier to see why he 
left such an impression on his age and every age since.
Francis was born into a wealthy family and had a privileged upbringing. He wanted 
for nothing. Many people who are born into well off families can be uncaring and 
rather selfish. This was not the case for Francis. There are stories of him helping the 
poorest in his community as a young man whilst working in his father’s business, 
even to giving away profit on a trade he was doing for his father. This did not endear 
him to his family. 
He was born in Assisi, Italy, as Giovanni Francesco Bernardone, son of a wealthy 
merchant. As a young man, Francis led a worldly, carefree life. An early biographer 
said, "He squandered his time terribly. Indeed, he outshone all his friends in 
trivialities." In 1202 he marched off to battle against the city of Perugia, full of a 
young man's dreams of military glory. But he was taken prisoner during the battle, 
and a year passed before his father could arrange ransom. That was followed by a 
year's convalescence in Assisi, a year in which Francis, now in his early twenties, was 
slowly transformed. During his illness, he experienced dreams and visions. One day 
as he prayed in a dilapidated church in San Damiano, at the edge of Assisi, he heard 
Christ say three times from the crucifix: "Francis, go repair my house, which, as you 
can see, is falling completely to ruin." Francis understood that he was to repair the 
church he prayed in (though his followers later would see this as his call to reform 
the church), so he proceeded to sell off family goods to raise money for repairs.
When his father caught wind of this, he was furious. He dragged Francis before the 
local bishop to force his son into changing his unseemly behavior and to pay him 
back. In the course of the interview, Francis took off his clothes and laid them neatly 
in a pile before his father. "Up to today I called you 'father,'" he said to him, "but now
I can say in all honesty, 'Our Father who art in heaven.'" He walked out of the 
cathedral to become a hermit—to "be alone in solitude and silence”.
Thus began the journey of faith that led Francis to not one, but three orders of 
ministry. As the Franciscans the first order was for men, soon after the second order 
for women,known as The Poor Clares. The Third Order of Franciscans, which Francis 
founded in 1221, is for those who lead their secular lives while trying to live by a 
modified Franciscan rule.
People are still inspired today to serve Christ by Francis’ own example of how to live 
out the Christian life. One day in church Francis heard from the Gospel of Matthew, 
"Take no gold or silver or copper in your wallet, no bag for your journey, nor two 
tunics or sandals or a staff." He took it literally and began an itinerant life: he 



intended to live in utter simplicity and to preach a gospel that usually entailed strong
injunctions to repent.
As one contemporary noted, as a result of the preaching of the Franciscan brothers 
and sisters, "persons of both sexes, rich and worldly, have renounced possessions 
and, for the love of Christ, turned their backs on the world." In short, Francis had 
begun a religious revival that spread over Europe.
Francis took words of scripture very seriously to heart. Not the passages that could 
be used to oppress others but words such as those in our readings from Galatians 
and Matthew for today. “Let us not boast of anything except the cross of our Lord 
Jesus Christ” in which Paul calls the Galatians to put Jesus first, at the cost of all 
other. Alongside words attributed to Jesus himself from Matthew’s gospel “Take my 
yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will
find rest for your souls.” Gentleness and humility are at the heart of the teachings of 
Jesus. Oh that we could see more of this in our lives and in the lives of those who 
lead our nations! It seems that the exact opposite is the example set by many and 
the goal of the young and old alike.
After Francis's death, the Franciscans continued to grow and—ironic for an order 
once told by their founder "to appropriate nothing for themselves, neither a house, 
nor a place, nor anything else"—soon became quite rich. A stunning basilica was 
built in Assisi, and Francis's relics were moved there in 1230.
The life of St. Francis serves to remind us that so much good can be done in the 
name of Christ. The period after his death also reminds us that Our Calling can grow 
such that it resembles the ways of the world so much, too much perhaps, that we 
can lose the Way of Christ. Living in simplicity remains the biggest challenge for the 
followers of Jesus. We see it in the life of John Wesley who, though given a great 
deal of money in his lifetime and earned a lot from his writings, simply gave it all 
away. He died with only a few pounds in his pockets. Which of us will be able to say 
that when our time comes? Let us pray the Prayer of St.Francis........
Lord, make me an instrument of your peace.
Where there is hatred, let me bring love.
Where there is offence, let me bring pardon.
Where there is discord, let me bring union.
Where there is error, let me bring truth.
Where there is doubt, let me bring faith.
Where there is despair, let me bring hope.
Where there is darkness, let me bring your light.
Where there is sadness, let me bring joy.
O Master, let me not seek as much
to be consoled as to console,
to be understood as to understand,
to be loved as to love,
for it is in giving that one receives,



it is in self-forgetting that one finds,
it is in pardoning that one is pardoned,
it is in dying that one is raised to eternal life. AMEN


