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BROTHER FRANCIS

Sermon on the Solemnity of St Francis

One word captures the essence of St Francis of Assisi. That word is “Brother”. In his writings, after the word “Lord”, Francis uses the word “brother” most often.

We should put St Francis forward as Patron Saint of Letter Writers. His address book was phenomenal.

Francis, in his letters, was Brother of Jesus Christ, Brother of his fellow friars, Brother of the members of his spiritual family, including also Clare’s sisters, and the secular Brothers and Sisters of Penance. Furthermore, Francis was Brother of all faithful Christians, Brother of all men and women, and Brother of all creatures.

(Son of God)
Francis was most aware that he was an adopted son of God the Father. He wrote, “How glorious it is to have a holy and great Father in heaven! How consoling to have such a beautiful and wonderful Spouse! (the Holy Spirit). How desirable to have such a Brother and such a Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, who laid down his life for his sheep....” 

(Brother of Jesus Christ)
...“We are brothers to him when we do the will of the Father who is in heaven.” 

 We, the adopted brothers and sisters of Jesus, gather around the shepherd who lays down his life out of love for his flock. Like Francis, we know that the Lord is present. Jesus, our brother, bonds us together and enlivens us by his Gospel.

(Brother of the friars)
Francis wrote two letters to those taking care of his friars. “To all the custodians of the Lesser Brothers ... Brother Francis, your servant and little one in the Lord God, sends a greeting.” Again, “Brother Francis, the least of the servants of God, sends greetings ... to all the custodians of the Friars Minor.”
Francis wrote also to his entire brotherhood: “To all my reverend and dearly beloved brothers: ... Brother Francis, a worthless and weak man, your very little servant sends his greetings in ... our Lord Jesus Christ.”
As Brother of his fellow friars, Francis quoted Matthew’s Gospel: “All of you are brothers. Do not call anyone on earth your father. You have but one Father in heaven” (Matt 23:8-9).

Francis is the only one, among the great founders of religious orders, to quote in his Rule Matthew’s gospel passage that excludes the designation of father.

Francis expects us friars to create a fraternal community of equals among ourselves, but Francis had no starry-eyed vision of fraternal relationships. His Admonitions attest that we can suffer persecution from our brothers, that we can envy the good of another, that it is difficult to love those who strike us on the cheek, that we can require of others more than we are willing to give of ourselves, that it is heavy to bear the weaknesses of others, and to love those who seem to be only a useless burden. 

(Brother of the members of his spiritual family, the Franciscan Family)
Francis is the first one in history to give the name fraternity to his religious group. Fraternity, rather than monastic community, has been adopted by all the members of the Franciscan Family, including St Clare’s Sisters.

“Brother” and “Sister” and “fraternity” are terms which are dear to our Franciscan family. The word and the reality of being a brother or a sister imply a common origin, equality, and a family spirit based on a certain brotherly and sisterly tenderness towards one another.

On many occasions, Francis referred to his “blessed brothers” whom he had led into the path of gospel perfection in the fraternity that he founded.

What is rare in religious literature is that Francis asked them to love one another not only with brotherly love but with maternal love. “Let each one love and care for his brother as a mother loves and cares for her son.” This maternal love will find concrete expression according to the dictates of the situation: “Let each one confidently make known his need to another that the other might discover what is needed and minister to him.”
This assumes that among brothers there exists the simple trust of a child towards his mother. We can ask from our brother, assured that he will receive our request as a mother does.
(Brother of all Christians)
There was but one Christian Church in St Francis’s day. He knew it as the Catholic Church. He stipulated that those who joined him were to be catholic.

He wrote to the Brothers and Sisters of Penance, who were lay people: “Brother Francis, their servant and subject, sends ... sincere love in the Lord to all Christian ... people: clergy and laity, men and women, and to all who live in the whole world.”
In the community assembled around Jesus Christ, which includes every church community whether lay or religious, there is to be no father other than our Father in heaven. In Francis’s estimation, believers are fundamentally equal, and should behave among themselves as brothers and sisters. 

(Brother of all men and women)
Francis even wrote a letter to all Rulers and to all the people subject to them. “Brother Francis, your little and looked-down-upon servant in the Lord God, wishes health and peace to all mayors and consuls, magistrates and governors throughout the world and to all others to whom these words may come.” 

Francis enunciated the law that is meant to govern the relationships between men and women. He wrote, “Let them love one another, as the Lord says: ‘This is my commandment: Love one another as I have loved you.’ And again: ‘Let us love our neighbour as ourselves.’ And if there is anyone who does not wish to love his neighbours as himself, at least let him do no harm to them, but rather do good.” 

Francis’s neighbours are not only those dear to him, but all men and women.

Kindness and mercy must not be limited to the narrow confines of the friars’ fraternity. A stunning text in his earlier Rule reminds the brothers: “Whoever comes to them, friend or foe, thief or robber, let him be received with kindness.” Francis affirmed the unique value of every human being, even the most degraded.

When we find ourselves in a hostile setting, we are required “not to engage in arguments or disputes, but to be subject to every human creature for God’s sake” (1 Pt 2:13). Such behaviour provides a good demonstration of what Francis meant by the terms “brother” and “minor” or “lesser”. He named his fraternity “Lesser Brothers” or “Friars Minor”. “Brother” is someone trustworthy and supportive. “Minor” is one who does not impose himself or consider himself superior, but who seeks to serve others.

The type of relationship that we must try to have with everyone is marked by charity and obedience that, as Francis wrote,  make one obey one’s brother, and be “subject and submissive to everyone in the world, not only to people but to every beast and wild animal as well.”
How did Francis arrive at such an extraordinary statement?  He explained it simply: “Where there is love there is no fear.” 

(Brother of all creatures)
Francis was so conscious of fraternity that he applied the names, “brother” and “sister”, to all creatures, not only to animals and birds but also to inanimate creatures.

More than any of the other brother relationships of Francis, this is the one that most captures our imagination and wonderment. 

Francis was submissive to animate creatures, and these reciprocated his profound respect for them. There were the attentive brother birds of Bevagna, the noisy sister swallows of Alvernio, unwary Brother Rabbit of Greccio, and the equally unwary brother fish of Lake Piediluco, and even a ferocious animal, Brother Wolf of Gubbio.
His Canticle of Brother Sun, or the Canticle of the Creatures, expresses beautifully his praise of the Most High, good Lord through his inanimate creatures: Sir Brother Sun, Sister Moon, Brother Wind, Sister Water, Brother Fire, Sister Mother Earth, and Sister Bodily Death. 

Dear brothers and sisters, Francis, dying naked on the ground, could say, “Welcome, my Sister Death.” To us all, he says, “I have done what is mine. May Christ teach you what is yours.” 

(Note: This text is heavily indebted to Thadee Matura OFM: 15 Days of Prayer with Saint Francis of Assisi, New York City Press, NY, 2009:  Chapter 4,The True Brother. To make the text easier to preach or to read, all the references to the Franciscan sources have been omitted here.)
