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	Francis was born into a rich family of a cloth merchant. His mother named him Giovanni after John the Baptist. Reflecting his infatuation with France his father, Peter Bernardone renamed his son Francesco -- which is the equivalent of calling him Frenchman. 

Francis enjoyed a very rich easy life when he was young because of his father's wealth. He was the leader of a crowd of young people who spent their nights in wild parties. No one tried to control him or teach him.

His father was very proud of what Francis did. He wanted Francis to be a man of business, a cloth merchant like him. He also hoped that Francis would occupy a position of highest rank some day. 
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	Knighthood was the highest and noblest ideal in feudal society. To became a knight and enter the ranks of the nobility was the ambition of the mercantile bourgeoisie. Francis also cast his eyes towards the nobility. 

To be a knight required some military experience. Francis would go to war. 

At this time Assisi was eager to free its commercial enterprises from Perugia’s control. In 1202 war broke out between Perugia and Assisi. The Perugians defeated the armies of Assisi. Francis was taken prisoner. 

After a year of imprisonment Francis was ransomed by his father because of severe illness. 
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	After recovery from illness, Francis felt depressed; he did not find pleasure in the things that before made him happy. He started to do serious reflection. At this time Francis drew nearer to those who had been cast aside or passed over by the business society. 

However this did not stop him from pursuing military glory. The prison experience didn't change what he wanted from life: Glory. Francis decided to join the papal army fighting in the service of Pope Innocent III. He still cherished his dream of knighthood. Yet Francis, even with his dream of glory, when he met a poorly clad knight, gave away his fine clothing to the poor man. 
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	But Francis never got farther than one day's ride from Assisi. That night he had a dream in which a voice said:  

“Who can do more for you, the servant or the lord?” “The lord.” Answered Francis “Then why do you seek the servant instead of the lord?” the voice told him to go back to Assisi and there he would be told what to do. 

He returned home. As you can imagine, all his friends were surprised at his coming home. Now Francis began to change. 
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	Francis started to spend more time in prayer. He went off to a cave and wept for his sins. In the coming weeks he spent a long period in solitude.

One day while riding through the countryside, Francis came face to face with a leper. Discovering Christ in the poor, he overcame his fears and loathing and jumped down from his horse and kissed the hand of the leper. When the leper returned his kiss of peace, Francis was filled with joy. He writes in his Testament: While I was in sin, it seemed very bitter to me to see lepers. And the Lord himself led me among them and I showed mercy to them. And when I left them what seemed bitter to me was changed into sweetness of soul and body, and afterward I delayed a little and left the world. 
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	In 1206 his search for God led him to the ancient chapel of San Damiano. While he was praying there before the figure of Christ crucified, he heard Christ speak to him, "Francis, repair my Church which is falling into ruins." 

Francis understood it literally and started to repair the church. He took fabric from his father's shop and sold it to get money to repair the church. 
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	Peter, his father, saw Francis’ selling his cloth for money to repair church as an act of theft. He dragged Francis before the bishop and in front of the whole town demanded that Francis return the money and renounce all rights as his heir. 

Francis not only gave back the money but also stripped off all his clothes. Then he said “From now on I will say freely: ‘our Father who art in heaven’, and not ‘my father, Peter Bernardone.’” 

The bishop understood that Francis was led by God and covered him with his mantle. By this action the bishop showed his support for Francis. 
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	Francis now began to live as a hermit. He begged for stones and rebuilt the San Damiano church with his own hands. At this time he did not realize that it was the Church with a capital C that God wanted repaired. 

On February 24 1208, the Feast of St. Matthias, Francis listened to the Gospel of the day which said that Christ's disciples should not possess gold or silver or money, or carry on their journey a wallet, but that they should “preach the kingdom of God and do penance.” He asked the priest to explain it. Then he cried out “This is what I want. This is what I seek, this is what I desire with all my heart.” 

Francis recalled in his Testament: “The Most High himself revealed to me that I should live according to the form of the holy gospel.” Immediately he changed his hermit clothes and was satisfied with one tunic and a cord around the waist. 

Slowly companions came to Francis. Francis writes in his Testament: “The Lord gave me brothers.” Seeking direction for their life, Francis opened the Bible in three places. In the first place he read the command to the rich young man to sell all his goods and give to the poor; in the second, Jesus ordered the apostles to take nothing on their journey; and finally Christ’s demand to take up the cross daily. "Here is our rule," he said.

Faith in the Church

When someone told Francis of a priest living openly with a woman and asked him if that meant that his Mass was invalid, Francis went to the priest, knelt before him, and kissed his hands -- because those hands had held God. Francis wrote in his Testament, “And if I possessed as much wisdom as Solomon had and if I came upon pitiful priests of this world, I would not preach contrary to their will in the parishes in which they live. And I desire to fear, love, and honour them and all others as my masters. And I do not wish to consider sin in them because I discern the Son of God in them and they are my masters. And I act in this way since I see nothing corporally of the Most High Son of God in this world except His Most Holy Body and Blood which they receive and which they alone administer to others.”

Francis practised true equality by showing honour, respect, and love to every person, whether they were beggar or Pope. 
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	In the spring of 1209, Francis decided that the moment had come to ask Pope Innocent III to officially approve what he and his early companions were doing. In his Testament he summarized what happened: And after the Lord gave me some brothers, no one showed me what I had to do, but the Most High Himself revealed to me that I should live according to the pattern of the Holy Gospel. And I had this written down simply and in a few words and the Lord Pope confirmed it for me. 

At first Pope Innocent III thought that this way of life was too difficult for those who would come to join brotherhood later, and encouraged Francis to go and pray for further enlightenment. 

Francis did so and returning to the Pope told him a parable about a king who married a poor and beautiful woman living in the desert, with whom he had fathered several handsome sons. Francis explained the parable saying, “My Lord, I am that little poor woman, who the loving Lord in his mercy had adorned and through whom he had been pleased to give birth to legitimate sons. Innocent then recalled a dream he had had a few days earlier in which a tiny man in rags held up the tilting Lateran basilica. He recognized that Francis was that tiny man and gave him permission for his way of life. 

This happened in 1209. In 1217 the brothers met together at the Portiuncula, where Francis shared his conviction that the time had come to take the gospel message beyond the border of Italy, to France, Spain and Germany. 
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	In Saint Michael's Lent, August 15 to September 30, two years before he died, Francis retired to Mount La Verna. There he prayed to share in Christ's passion: "Lord, let me experience in my body and my spirit, as much as it is possible, the suffering that You suffered for us. And that I may love you with that love with which You gave your life for us on the Cross.” 

Thomas of Celano in his second biography of Francis writes: “When he was praying, he saw a seraph having six wings, fiery as well as brilliant, descend from the grandeur of heaven. There appeared between the wings the likeness of a man crucified, with his hands and feet extended and fastened to a cross. Two of the wings were raised above his head, two were extended for flight, and two covered his whole body. Immediately the marks of nails began to appear in the hands and feet of Francis and his right side was as if pierced with a lance. The blood flowed from these wounds.”  



	15
	Francis died on October 3, 1226. On Friday October 2, he asked his brothers to bring bread. He blessed it, as Jesus did before he died, and he distributed it among his brothers.  

Pope Gregory IX canonized Francis in 1228. Francis is considered to be the founder of all Franciscan orders and the patron saint of ecologists. 
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	“The Lord gave me brothers”. (Testament 14.) In this way God expressed his love and his care for Francis and showed him that he should form a brotherhood. 

The love between members is brotherly love. We are brothers in the Spirit. Brotherly love is the centre of our community. 

Francis wrote in his Rule: as brothers “let each one confidently make known his need to the other, for if a mother loves and cares for her son according to the flesh, how much more diligently must someone love and care for his brother according to the Spirit.” (Later Rule 6:8)

But the love between brothers is based on the gospel. Francis especially liked the example of Jesus washing the feet of his disciples. He wished all his brothers to be equal and to wash the feet of each other. “Let no one be called ‘prior’, but let everyone in general be called a lesser brother. Let each one wash the feet of the other.” (Earlier Rule 6:3)
Francis' brotherhood included all of God's creatures. He wrote his beautiful Canticle of the Sun that expresses his brotherhood with creatures in praising God. 
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	The idea of brotherhood led Francis to desire peace with the created world as well as among people. He made himself an instrument of peace. We know a song, the “Peace Prayer”, which expresses the spirit of Francis. 

One of his biographers tells the story that Francis reached a place in which a great multitude of birds of different types gathered. He was overtaken with great fervour, feeling much sweetness and tenderness even towards lesser, irrational creatures. When he was already very close, seeing that they awaited him, he greeted them in his usual way. He was quite surprised that the birds did not take flight. He humbly requested that they listen to the word of God. He started preaching to them. They stretched their necks, spread their wings, opened their beaks and looked at him. He passed through their midst, coming and going, touching their heads and bodies with his tunic. Then he blessed them, and having made the sign of the cross, gave them permission to fly away.

Another day he was preaching when a large number of swallows nesting there were shrieking and chirping. Because the people could not hear him, he told the noisy birds to keep quiet. 

Another famous story involves a wolf that had been killing human beings. Francis intervened when the town wanted to kill the wolf and talked the wolf into never killing again. The wolf became a pet of the townspeople who made sure that he always had plenty to eat. 

Francis also helped to resolve the conflict between the mayor and the bishop of Assisi. The bishop had excommunicated the mayor and in return the mayor announced that no one was to sell or buy anything from the bishop or to draw up any legal document with him. There was implacable hatred between them. No one had tried to bring peace between them. When Francis on his deathbed heard about this, he wrote a new verse for the Canticle praising God for those who forgive each other. He then asked two brothers to sing the Canticle of Brother Sun before the bishop and the mayor. The two were reconciled after hearing the message of Francis. 

In 1219, Francis decided to go to Syria to preach to the Moslems while the Fifth Crusade was being fought. In the middle of a battle, Francis decided to do the simplest thing and go straight to the sultan to make peace. When he and his companion were captured, the real miracle was that they weren't killed. Instead Francis was taken to the sultan who was charmed by Francis and his preaching. Against the advice of his clerics who wanted to cut off the heads of the brothers, the sultan spared their lives and returned them to the Christian camp “with all reverence and security.” According to Jacques de Vitry, bishop of Acre, the sultan also asked Francis to pray for him. 
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	At the time of Francis the merchants wanted to get political freedom from the feudal authorities and they wanted to manage their own affairs. They formed into groups to defend themselves. The members of a commune would link together by swearing an oath of fidelity to one another. This oath joined equals -- everyone had the same rights and responsibilities. It can be said that the notion of brotherhood was commonly accepted at the beginning of the communes’ existence. But the reality is that these movements were born because of the growth in the merchant’s wealth. Their aim above all was to ensure that this wealth would continue to increase. Hence although the communes were born of a deep aspiration towards brotherhood and liberty, they very often ended up in a new social inequality and a new oppression. They were in fact ruled by money. Money was the king of the new society. 

Francis saw this society being ruined by money so he commanded his brothers not even to touch money.

Another aspect of poverty is being poor of heart. Francis taught his brothers to see everything -- knowledge, position, reputation – as a gift from God. 

In the fourteenth Admonition
 Francis explained the meaning of Jesus’ words: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven”. There are many who, while insisting on prayers and obligation, inflict many abstinences and punishments upon their bodies. But they are immediately offended and disturbed about a single word that seems to be harmful to their bodies or about something which might be taken away from them. These people are not poor in spirit, for someone who is truly poor in spirit hates himself and loves those who strike him on the cheek. 

Before the image of the Crucified in the little church of San Damiano he grew in identifying with the distress of common people. He contemplated and discovered the mystery of God’s humanity. Then an immense desire took shape in him to follow Jesus in his humility and poverty becoming a least one among the poor, a true brother of them, and a minor. 

Francis discovered the world of the poor little by little. After his conversion, at first he contacted them from the outside like a wealthy benefactor who bestows alms. Then he found that it did not bring him closer to the unfortunate. Giving money only seemed to create a deeper chasm between them. To know the world in which the poor live, one must plunge oneself into it body and soul. He exchanged his elegant clothes just to know by experience what it means to be one of the outcasts of society. Francis wanted his brother to be minors, that is, without power. In his Earlier Rule Francis wrote they must rejoice when they live among people considered of little value and looked down upon, among the poor and the powerless, the sick and the lepers, and the beggars by the wayside. (Chapter 9)  Francis gave a name to his new order: the Order of Friars Minor, or the Order of Lesser Brothers. 
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	Clare in past years was regarded as the faithful disciple of St Francis and a reflection of Francis. However in recent years Franciscan historians and theologians who have examined more carefully her life and writings have realized that she was not “just a disciple” but a co-foundress of the Franciscan charism.

Clare was born in 1190 into a noble family. In her childhood and young adulthood she showed herself to be a very religious person. She was struck by Francis’ renunciation of all worldly goods before the bishop of Assisi. One of her relatives arranged a meeting with Francis. They continued to meet together for about a year. On the night of Palm Sunday on 20 March 1212 she secretly left her father’s house. Francis received her. He cut off her hair as a sign of her commitment to Christ. He clothed her in a rough tunic like his own. Francis first led her to a Benedictine monastery. A few days later her relatives, seven knights of the family, arrived, and tried to drag her home by force. They were astonished with Clare’s bare feet and heavy habit with a cord. Clare showed them her bare head, the symbol of religious consecration, and they left her alone. Francis placed her in another monastery that also did not answer her vision of poverty. Finally Francis led Clare to San Damiano that was the first church Francis restored. Francis wrote a short form of life for Clare and her sisters.  

One of her sisters, Agnes, and later her mother and other ladies joined her. Clare loved poverty as strongly as Francis. She asked the Pope to have the privilege to have no properties. In 1253 two days before her death, Pope Innocent IV visited Clare at San Damiano on her sickbed, and gave formal approval to her Rule which is the first rule written by a woman. 

Her life was fully entrusted into God’s hands. Francis asked his brothers to look after these sisters. 

The life of Clare and her sisters was and is an enclosed life but not isolated from the world. She was always a close friend of Francis, gained much support from him and in return gave Francis sound advice, and care when he was sick. Clare and Francis followed faithfully in the footsteps of Christ. 
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	Secular Franciscans are members of the third order also founded by St. Francis of Assisi. Originally they were known as the Brothers and Sisters of Penance. 

The Secular Franciscan Order is approved and recognized by Rome. The Rule, General Constitution and Ritual are approved by Rome. They also have an initial formation year, a formal profession, and a monthly fraternity meeting instead of communal living. There are two branches of the third order: the Third Order Secular, and the Third Order Regular which grew out of the Third Order Secular. Now the Third Order Regular comprises numerous Franciscan institutes all over the world.

The members of the Franciscan third orders take the teachings of Jesus Christ and apply them to their everyday situations. They bring peace to people and draw them to God by living the Gospel message. They must be ready to forgive, to comfort and most of all to love. To turn the other cheek, walk the extra mile, suffer as Jesus suffered, pray as He prayed, forgive as He forgave, love as he loved: these words signify the mission, the way of life, and the vocation of the secular and regular order of Franciscans.




� Francis has left his brothers twenty-eight snippets of advice, known as Admonitions. By looking at these we can see what sort of a person Francis was. 
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