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The General Constitutions of the Secular Franciscans state: “Secular Franciscans should commit themselves to create in their environment and, above all, in their fraternities, a climate of faith and hope so that “Sister Death” may be regarded as a passage to the Father, and all may prepare themselves with serenity” (art. 27, 2). This statement is an amplification of what was said in the Rule of the Secular Franciscans: “Since they are immersed in the resurrection of Christ, which gives true meaning to Sister Death, let them serenely tend toward the ultimate encounter with the Father (Rule 19). The passage in the Constitutions is one of the maxims that are included under the general heading of “Messengers of Joy and Hope”. The prescription in the Rule appears where the Rule is dealing with peace makers. Obviously, Secular Franciscans are being encouraged to take a positive approach to death as an encounter with the Father and the achievement of peace. In view of the average age of Secular Franciscans in Australia, it is essential that Spiritual Assistants offer to their fraternities a meditation on Sister Death.

The Assisi Compilation, which was compiled by those who were with St Francis, tells us of his reaction when:
The doctor told him frankly: “According to our assessment, your illness is incurable, and you will die either at the end of September or on the fourth day before the Nones of October.” Blessed Francis, while he was lying on his bed sick, with the greatest devotion and reverence for the Lord stretched out his arms and hands with great joy of mind and body and said to his body and soul: “Welcome, my Sister Death!” (AC 100, FA:ED II, p. 204).

This was the manner in which Saint Francis greeted death that, as Celano says, most regard as “terrible and hateful”. (2C 217, FA:ED II, p. 188). We gain some understanding of the joyful freedom with which the saint greeted Sister Death if we remember that, because he was steeped in the history of redemption as it is described in scripture, he saw death as part of the Paschal mystery. As far as Francis was concerned, death was the normal end of earthly existence. He told a brother who was close to him, “I am being called by God” (1C 109, FA:ED I, p. 277). Saint Francis realised that death is inevitable for he wrote in the verse which he added to the Canticle of the Creatures:
Praised be You, my Lord, through our Sister Bodily Death.
from whom no one can escape (CtC 12, FA:ED I, p. 114).


As the Sacred Exchange declares, Death had become a dramatic player in the history of mankind since the fall of Adam:
He did not spare himself or his seed after him, casting everyone to the terrible curse of death. Condemned by every bystander, the Lord cast him out of the paradise of delight with a judgement that was just but no less merciful. And that he might return to the earth from which he was taken, [God] passed his sentence, or curse, though greatly tempered. After the garment of innocence had been stripped away, [the Lord] made him a garment of skin, signifying with it his mortality (ScEx 29, FA:ED I, p. 538-539).

Saint Francis realised that the situation which has been described here was not just a piece of ancient history. It is as true today as it ever was even though circumstances have changed. In his Letter to the Rulers of the People, Saint Francis conveys the message in very contemporary terms:
Reflect and see that the day of death is approaching. With all possible respect, therefore, I beg you not to forget the Lord because of the world’s cares and preoccupations and not to turn away from His commandments, for all those who leave him in oblivion and turn away from His commandments are cursed and will be left in oblivion by Him. When the day of death does come, everything they think they have will be taken from them. The wiser and more powerful they have been in this world, the greater will be the punishment they will endure in hell (LtR 3-4, FA:ED I, p. 58).

Saint Francis challenges us to undertake a careful revision of the values by which we live, to see whether we have been deceived into a false sense of what is of value.


In the Later Admonition and Exhortation, we read:

See, you blind ones, deceived by your enemies, that is, the flesh, the world, and the devil, for it is sweet for the body to commit sin and bitter to serve God, because every evil, vice and sin flows and proceeds from peoples’ hearts, as the Lord says in the Gospel. And you have nothing in this world or in that to come. You think you possess the vanities of the world for a long time, but you are deceived because a day and an hour are coming of which you do not think, do not know, and are not aware (2LtF 69-71, FA:ED I, p. 50). 

In saying this, Saint Francis is not being too severe but simply exhorting us to remember to do penance and be on our guard. We read in the Earlier Rule:
Do penance, performing worthy fruits of penance because we shall soon die. Give and it will be given to you. Forgive and you shall be forgiven. If you do not forgive people their sins, the Lord will not forgive you yours. Confess all your sins. Blessed are those who die in penance, for they shall be in the kingdom of heaven. Woe to those who do not die in penance, for they shall be children of the devil, whose works they do, and they shall go into everlasting fire. Beware of and abstain from every evil and persevere in good till the end (ER, 21, 3-9, FA:ED I, p. 78).


Although physical death, which is sometimes called the first death, cannot be prevented, spiritual death, or the second death, can be prevented and is a matter of choice. The fact that we have such a choice is what makes Saint Francis joyful and optimistic in the face of death. He rejoices in the knowledge of his freedom to come into the presence of God and to love Him without interruption. Saint Francis accepted death freely because he realised how Christ had accepted death freely for love of us. The mystery of Christ’s Passion and Death is central to all Francis’ thinking as is quite clear in the Office of the Passion which he composed and in which he set out prayers and meditative thoughts, not only for moments through the day, but also significant variations for all the seasons of the Liturgical Year. The psalms that he assigned to the Hour of None, which is traditionally recited in mid afternoon, focus on the commemoration of the death of Christ that traditionally was said to have occurred about the third hour. The emotions that these psalms arouse are well summarised in a prayer that is attributed to Saint Francis:
I beg of you, O Lord, to let the ardent and sweet power of Your love, steal away from my mind whatever is lower than heaven, so that I may die out of love for You who lowered yourself to die out of love of me.


The sentiments that are expressed here come very close to Saint Paul’s outburst; “Death, where is thy sting?”


This attitude amounts to living out in practice what we profess during our participation at Mass. In his Letter to all Clerics concerning Reverence for the Body of the Lord, Saint Francis wrote:

Keep nothing back for yourselves: so that you may receive Him who has given everything to you (Translation is mine. The full text of the Letter can be found in Francis and Clare, The Complete Works pp. 49-51).
As far as Saint Francis was concerned, the way of the Cross was not a romantic pipe dream but a realistic journey of difficult loving. In the Earlier Rule, he directed the following admonition to his brothers:
All my brothers: let us pay attention to what the Lord says: Love your enemies and do good to those who hate you, for our Lord Jesus Christ, Whose footprints we must follow, called His betrayer a friend and willingly offered Himself to His executioners.
Our friends, therefore, are all those who unjustly inflict upon us distress and anguish, shame and injury, sorrow and punishment, martyrdom, and death. We must love them greatly for we shall possess eternal life because of what they bring us (ER 22, 1-4, FA:ED I, p. 79).

St Clare shared the sentiments of Saint Francis with respect to the Passion and Death of Christ. This is quite evident in her Fourth Letter to Agnes of Prague, where she quotes a passage of scripture from the first chapter of the Book of Lamentations, a passage, indeed, which Saint Francis had also used in his Office of the Passion. In writing to Agnes, Saint Clare used the image of a mirror. We usually look into a mirror to adjust our appearance. Saint Clare tells Agnes to look into the mirror where she will find the image of Christ and to adjust her own appearance accordingly:
Then, in the depths of this same mirror, contemplate the ineffable charity which led Him to suffer on the wood of the Cross and die thereon the most shameful kind of death. Therefore, that Mirror, suspended on the wood of the Cross, urged those who passed by to consider, saying: “All you who pass by the way, look and see if there is any suffering like My suffering! Let us answer Him with one voice and spirit, as He said: Remembering this over and over leaves my soul downcast within me. From this moment, then, O queen of our heavenly King, let yourself be inflamed more strongly with the fervour of charity (4 LAg 23-27, Francis and Clare, p. 205).
In her Second Letter to Agnes, Saint Clare had already advocated the same kind of sentiments:
But as a poor virgin, embrace the poor Christ.

Look upon Him who became contemptible for you, and follow Him, making yourself contemptible in the world for Him. Your Spouse, though more beautiful than the children of men ,became for your salvation the lowest of men, despised, struck, scourged untold times throughout His whole body, and then died amid the sufferings of the Cross. O most noble Queen, gaze upon [Him], consider [Him], contemplate [Him], as you desire to imitate [Him].
If you suffer with Him, you shall reign with Him

[if you] weep [with Him], you shall rejoice with Him

[if you] die [with Him] on the cross of tribulation,

you shall possess heavenly mansions in the splendour of the saints

and in the Book of Life, your name shall be called
glorious among men  (2LAg 18-22, Francis and Clare, p. 197).
Thus, Saint Francis met death with a deep feeling of freedom and gratitude. Such freedom was one of the benefits he had received from Lady Poverty. Who can forget the touching scene at his deathbed when the brothers were reduced to tears as Saint Francis asked to be allowed to die naked?
As he was wasted by that grave illness which ended his sufferings, he had himself placed naked on the naked ground, so that in that final hour, when the Enemy could still rage, he might wrestle naked with the naked. The fearless man awaited triumph and, with hands joined, held the crown of justice. Placed on the ground and stripped of his sackcloth garment, he lifted up his face to heaven as usual, and totally intent upon that glory, he covered the wound on his right side with his left hand, so no one could see it. Then he said to his brothers: “I have done what is mine; may Christ teach you what is yours” (2C 214, FA:ED II, p. 386).
His Guardian obliged the dying Saint to accept a tunic, underwear and a sackcloth hood telling Saint Francis that he took away all his authority to protest. Celano continues:
The saint rejoiced, and his heart leaped for joy seeing that he had kept faith until the end with Lady Poverty. For he had done all of this out of zeal for poverty, not wanting to have at the end even a habit of his own, but one borrowed from another. He had been wearing a sackcloth cap on his head to cover the scars he had received in the treatment of his eyes; what was really needed for this was a smooth cap of the softest and most expensive wool.

After this the saint raised his hands to heaven
and glorified his Christ;

free now from all things, he was going to him free (2C 215-16, FA:ED II, p. 386).


St Francis did not fear death. Rather, when the Doctor hesitated about being explicit, he encouraged the Doctor to tell him the truth about his condition. While those around him near the time of his death were quite unrestrained in their expressions of grief, Francis was asking to taste a special treat. Francis did not fear being separated from the world but dreaded being separated from God. His whole life was spent in teaching this lesson. For Saint Francis, death was the bridge to eternal life and union with God. In the Canticle of the Creatures, which Francis composed, Sister Death comes to life as if she were a creature who is simply doing God’s bidding out of obedience to the ministry that she has been assigned. This is how Francis greeted her. It was because he looked at death from this perspective and because he had meditated for such a long time on the Paschal mystery of Christ’s Passion, Death and Resurrection, that Francis was at peace when she visited him. He saw going through the portals of death as the final stage of following in the footsteps of Christ and the logical sequence of receiving the Stigmata in his flesh.
As all the brothers sat around him, he stretched out his right hand over them and, beginning with his vicar, he placed it on each of their heads saying:
“Goodbye my sons, 

live in the fear of the Lord
and remain in it always!....
He then blessed in those who were there, all the other brothers who were living anywhere in the world, and those who were to come after them unto the end of all ages (2C 216, FA:ED II, p. 387).
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