 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
THE SPIRITUALITY OF ST FRANCIS OF ASSISI

(A brief summary, for an SFO Promotion Day)
The spirituality of St Francis was conditioned by his particular time and place, and by the way in which God called him into life and into the Catholic Church, and gifted him physically, mentally and spiritually.

Francis from his earliest years was an affective person, idealistic and optimistic, but also practical and down to earth. His personality was an extraordinary balance of opposites.

Francis fell in love with Jesus, the Son of God and of Mary the Virgin, who made himself our brother. Francis grew to become both contemplative and active.

Our spirituality grows out of our own person, as God created us, and what we have made of ourselves. 
Our temperament, our natural gifts and the gifts of God’s grace all influence our spirituality.

1. ST FRANCIS FOUND THE WORDS AND EXAMPLE OF JESUS IN THE GOSPELS
A particular text turned him on his head. The same text is repeated in three Gospels. (Mt 10:9-10; Mk 6:12; Luke 9:2). It’s about Jesus sending his disciples out without money and with the barest essentials to preach the kingdom of God and penance. Francis exclaimed “This is what I want, this is what I seek, this is what I desire with all my heart” (1 Cel XI, 22).

After this conversion, Jesus of the Gospels was the centre and inspiration of Francis’s life. 

St Francis confronted his own person with the person of Jesus as he found Jesus in the Gospels and in all the other writings of the New Testament.

The Gospels were not just a book to St Francis. He heard the call of his Lord and he responded with great joy. He walked with Jesus Christ in person, through the Gospels.

His spirituality was Christ-centred and stressed living the Gospel of the God-man and making  him known to all people and loved by all.

Franciscans apply the Gospels to our lives and return to the Gospels for more inspiration and direction.
We try to make our Christian and Catholic life more than a system of laws and morals, beliefs and religious practices. We aim to open ourselves in every possible way to meet Jesus personally through the gospels, to develop a living, practical, flesh-and-blood faith in God who is Love. We strive for a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, the man of the Gospels, the crucified man and the risen Lord. 

God invites us to follow Francis into the heart of the Gospel, where we meet the three divine Persons who speak to us in Jesus Christ.

While continually being formed by Jesus in the Gospels, we offer the same formation to others.

2. ST FRANCIS WANTED TO FOLLOW JESUS
All St Francis tried to do was to be an authentic Christian. Franciscan spirituality is not different from Christian spirituality. But there are certain areas of Christian spirituality where St Francis felt most at home and that he emphasized. 

One area was poverty, which meant for Francis giving away anything that he had but didn’t need to those more in need than he was. There was no negative twist in his practice of poverty, no looking back with regret at any good thing that he gave away. He was all positive, and all the good things that he needed were to be sought and found in intimate friendship with Jesus Christ.

The way that Francis followed and that he proposed to everyone was simply to go to the heavenly Father, by following his beloved Son Jesus, in the light of the Holy Spirit.

Franciscans want to follow Jesus in the footsteps of St Francis.

Some people, including priests, religious and laity, recognize that they are called to follow Jesus Christ in the footsteps of St Francis. We are called Franciscans.

We don’t set out to do the things Francis did in the way that he did them. Instead, we try to develop dispositions like his. St Francis inspires us to relate to Jesus personally as he did. Each of us is unique. Not merely copying St Francis but being inspired by him develops our originality and leads us to carry out God’s particular plan for us.

The following of Jesus Christ in the footsteps of St Francis means to live one’s unique life as authentically as Jesus lived his and as Francis live his. Before his death, Francis spoke to his followers, “I have done my part. May Christ teach you yours.”

3. ST FRANCIS RECOGNIZED WE ARE ALL CHILDREN OF GOD AND BROTHERS AND SISTERS OF ONE ANOTHER
Another area of Christian spirituality that Francis emphasized was fraternity, his living in God’s family as his son and a brother of Jesus, together with all his other brothers and sisters.

He called the men who joined him friars, which means brothers. He called the women who joined St Clare his sisters. He called the lay people who gathered around him Brothers and Sisters of Penance of Assisi.

Fraternity is essential to any form of Franciscan life. The friars and the nuns and religious Brothers and Sisters live fraternity life in a religious community. The secular Franciscans, whether clergy or laity, belong to a fraternity and meet regularly as spiritual brothers and sisters, while living with their families and working in secular society.

Franciscans aim to treat all as our equals under God the Father, to live in peace with all and to act justly towards all.
4. ST FRANCIS RECOGNIZED ALL CREATURES AS HIS BROTHERS AND SISTERS UNDER GOD OUR CREATOR
At the same time as Francis adored the Blessed Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, he had a deep awareness also of the presence of the Blessed Trinity in God’s creation. He recognized God as the creator of everything that exists, the provider for every creature, and the necessary sustainer of all life.

Francis recognized not only living creatures - animals, birds, fish, insects - as his brothers and sisters, but also inanimate creatures - Brother Sun, Sister Moon and the stars, Sister Earth, Brother Wind and air, Brother Fire, and Sister Water.

There was more to this than beautiful poetry. St Francis explained the reason why he wrote his Canticle of the Creatures. He said: “I wish to compose a new hymn about the Lord’s creatures, of which we make daily use, without which we cannot live, and with which the human race greatly offends its Creator (The Assisi Compilation, 83).

The Canticle of the Creatures has become more relevant in the Twenty-first Century than in any other of the centuries since St Francis composed it. What was considered for so long to be romantic poetry has become the sober expression of stark reality.

Franciscans take care of God’s creation and respect all his creatures.
We are the keepers of our brothers and sisters, both animate and inanimate.

5. ST FRANCIS RECOGNIZED JESUS IN THE LEAST OF HIS BROTHERS AND SISTERS
St Francis called the lepers also his brothers and sisters. He owed his life-changing conversion to Jesus to his encounter with a leper and to the extraordinary grace that God gave him to recognize Jesus in the leper.

After this momentous change of attitude to lepers, Francis spent much of his active life in caring for those on the outskirts of Assisi, bathing their sores and washing their clothes.

St Francis recognized Jesus also in priests who were not living faithfully to their priestly calling. They were shunned by self-respecting society. Francis wrote in his Testament: “I do not want to consider any sin in them because I discern the Son of God in them and they are my lords.”

St Francis recognized the Muslims as sons of God the Father and his brothers, not as enemies of Christ to be annihilated. He wanted his friars to live spiritually among them. Francis himself sought out the Muslim leader in Egypt, conversed with him as a brother and made him a lifelong friend.

Franciscans take special care of the poor, the sick and those excluded from society.
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