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ST FRANCIS, A MODEL FOR CHRISTIANS

Some people who sincerely profess to be Christians are deliberately centring their religion on their fellow-man. A number of Christians seem to be thinking along the lines of this manifesto:


"We are saved, not by the intensity of our private love for God nor by devotion to the Sacraments or self-denial; we are saved by the degree to which we create new community in the world."


It seems as though they emphasise love of neighbour to the exclusion of love of God. 

Certainly, they appear to have lost their belief in God as the Church and the Bible understand God to be: God who surpasses this world but who gives ample evidence of himself in his creation; God who reveals himself as the prime object of our worship and love, and who extends to all a fuller share in his own divine life.


For some modern day Christians, salvation is a movement toward a more human existence. Heaven is a better earth brought about by our active concern for one another. Grace is a genuine human love and a fuller share in human life.


These humanising Christians differ from non-religious social workers only in one thing: they claim to find the basis of their belief in the word of God and even in the teaching of Vatican II.


How one can arrive at this exclusively man-centred faith from either source is hard to explain. Our divine Lord made himself very clear when he said: "You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the greatest and the first commandment. The second resembles it: "You must love your neighbour as yourself" (Mt 22:37-39).


The error of the champions of the humanistic manifesto is that they have dropped the greatest and the first commandment and have adopted only the second one. They say that we are saved not by the first commandment but by the second, when in fact we are saved by living both the first commandment and the second. Even then, we are saved not by our own activity alone, but by God’s love for us.


Vatican II described the Christian man as the religious man, aware of his God-given dignity and consequent obligations to God and to neighbour. It proposed his prime obligation as worship and adoration of God, and then the necessity of active concern for his fellows.


It clearly distinguished the Church from the secular City. They are not divorced, but neither are they identified. The pilgrim Christian makes his way along concrete footpaths, subways and freeways, to his eternal city.


Among those who had the genuine Christian faith, who grasped the proper connection between love of God and love of neighbour, St Francis is outstanding.

He has been described simply as the religious man. His Canticle of Brother Sun shows this very well:

            Most High, all-powerful, good Lord,


Yours are the praises, the glory, and the honour, and all blessing.

            To You alone, Most High, do they belong,


and no human is worthy to mention Your name.

            Praised be You, my Lord, with all Your creatures.


St Francis clearly distinguished the universe from man and, unlike some New Age believers and many moderns, he distinguished both from God.  In the universe, he admired the reflection of its Creator, but he taught contempt for the self-centred self, as inclined to pride and lacking in faith, hope and love.


St Francis composed his Canticle when he was blind and broken in health, no longer able to enjoy sight of the world that spoke of God to him. He was acutely aware that people misuse the creature world and ignore their Creator, the one who owns them. He said to his friars, “For his praise then, I want to compose a new hymn about the Lord’s creatures. We make daily use of them. We cannot live without them. But the human race greatly offends its Creator through them. And we go on being ungrateful for so great a grace and benefit. We don’t praise the Lord, Creator and Giver of all good things, as we ought.”


Pope John Paul II, in 1979, proclaimed St Francis the Patron of those who Promote Ecology, making him the model of those who revere nature as a gift of God to the human race. The Pope wrote, “He, in a special way, deeply sensed the universal works of the Creator and, filled with a certain divine spirit, sang that very beautiful Canticle of the Creatures.”


St Francis’s Canticle and his way of life could well be the lifestyle of the Twenty-first Century. He is more relevant today than ever before. All who claim him as their spiritual father and model can offer our Church and our modern society what they need.


Our world is blind with pride. It needs the spiritual insights of St Francis - his adoration of God who surpasses mere creatures that reflect their maker all the same, and appreciation of creatures, especially his fellow men and women.

Our world's best-intentioned efforts to help the needy, and to better itself, and to create community need the eyes of faith of St Francis to see with and his heart to love with.


We, brothers and sisters of St Francis, should give our Church and our society nothing less than that: faith and love, engendering hope in life now and hereafter.

