Pope Benedict XVI’s Message to Franciscans (18th April 2009)
Dear Brothers and Sisters of the Franciscan Family,

With great joy, I wish you all welcome to you all on this happy and historic occasion which has brought you together: the 8th centenary of the approval of the “Primitive Rule” of St Francis by Pope Innocent III.

Eight hundred years have passed and that dozen Brothers has become a multitude spread

 throughout every part of the world and here today you represent them. In the past few days, you

 have had meetings in Assisi at what you have called “The Chapter of Mats”, to go back to your

 beginnings, your origins. And at the end of this extraordinary experience, you have come

 together to the ‘Lord Pope’, as your Seraphic Founder used to say. I greet you all with

 affection: the Friars Minor of the three obediences, guided by your respective Minister

 Generals, among whom I thank Father Jose’ Rodriguez Carballo for his kind words; also the

 members of the Secular Franciscan Order, with their Minister General; the Franciscan religious and the members of the Secular Franciscan Institutes; and, knowing they are spiritually present, the Poor Clare Sisters who constitute the “Second Order.” I am delighted to gather with some

 Franciscan bishops also; and particularly I would like to greet the Bishop of Assisi, His Lordship Domenico Sorrentino, who represents the Church in Assisi who was then Guido, who recognized Francis’ charism and supported him. It was Bishop Guido who presented Francis to Cardinal John of St Paul, who afterwards introduced him to the Pope and favoured the approval of the Rule. Charism and Institution are always complementary to build up the Church.

What should I say to you, my friends? First of all, I would like to join with you in giving thanks to God for the whole journey which he has helped you to accomplish, showering you with his blessings. And as Pastor of the entire Church, I want to thank him for the precious gift who you yourselves are for the entire Christian people.

From a small stream pouring forth from the base of Mount Subasio, it has become an enormous river, which has given a notable contribution to the spreading of the Gospel universally. All this has come about from the conversion of Francis, who, following the example of Jesus, “undressed (emptied) himself” (cfr Phil 2:7) and, marrying Lady Poverty, became a witness and a herald of the Father who is in heaven.

To the “little Poor man” (il Poverello) could be applied literally some expressions which the apostle Paul refers to himself and which I would like to call to mind in this Pauline Year: “I have been crucified with Christ, and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. And this life, which I live in the body, I live in the faith of the Son of God, who has loved me and given himself up for me” (Gal 2:19-20). And again: “From now on, no one can bother me, because I bear in my body the stigmata of Jesus” (Gal 6:17).  Francis follows perfectly these marks of Paul and he can say truthfully with Paul: “For me to live is Christ” (Phil 1:21). He experienced the power of divine grace and is like one who has died and has risen from the dead. All the riches he had before, every desire for advantage or security, all becomes a “loss” from the moment he encountered Jesus crucified and risen (cf. Phil 3:7-11). To leave everything becomes at that time almost a necessity, in order to express the superabundance of the gift he received. This is

 so great, to ask someone to totally divest oneself which nevertheless is not enough; it deserved a

 whole life lived “according to the form of the holy Gospel” (2 Test 14; Franciscan Sources, 116).

And here we come to the point which certainly is at the centre of our coming together. I

 would sum it up like this: The Gospel as a Rule of life “The Rule and life of the Friars Minor is this: to observe the holy Gospel of Our Lord Jesus Christ”; thus wrote Francis at the beginning of the approved Rule (Rb 1<1:FF 75). Francis understood himself wholly in the light of the

 Gospel. This is his fascination. This is his perennial existence. Thomas of Celano says that

 the Poverello “always carried Jesus in his heart, Jesus on his lips, Jesus in his ears, Jesus in his

 eyes, Jesus in his hands, Jesus in all the other members of his body.” Moreover, many times

 when he found himself journeying and meditating or singing about Jesus, he forgot he was

 travelling and he would stop and invite all creatures to praise Jesus” ( 1Cel II, 9). Thus the

 Poverello became a living Gospel, capable of attracting men and women to Christ at any time,

 especially young men, who prefer the radicality to half-measures. The bishop of Assisi, Guido, and later Pope Innocent III, recognized in Francis’ proposal and his companions an evangelical

 authenticity, and was able to encourage the task he had in view for the good of the Church.

Some thoughts come to mind spontaneously: Francis could have not gone to see the Pope. Many religious groups and movements were going about at that time, and some of them went against the Church as an Institution, and even wanted even less to seek the approval of the

 Church. Certainly, a polemical attitude towards the Hierarchy would have gained Francis not a

 few followers. Instead, he thought immediately of placing himself and his companions in the hands of the bishop of Rome, the Successor of St Peter.

This fact reveals his authentic ecclesial spirit. The little “we” which he had begun with his first friars he conceived from the beginning to the interior of the great “we” of the Church, one and universal. And the Pope recognized and appreciated this. Even the Pope, in fact, on his part, could have refused to approve Francis’ plan of life. Also, we could well imagine that, among the colleagues of Innocent III, some would have advised him about the matter, even fearing themselves that that small group of friars were much like the heretical Poor Men of that time. Instead, the Roman Pontiff, having been well informed by the Bishop of Assisi and by Cardinal John of San Paul, could discern the initiative of the Holy Spirit and he gathered

 them, blessed them and encouraged the nascent community of “Friars Minor.”

Dear Brothers and Sisters, eight centuries have passed, and today you wanted to renew the gesture of your Founder. You are all sons and heirs of those beginnings. From that “good seed” who was Francis, conformed in turn to that “grain of wheat” which the Lord Jesus, who died and rose again bore much fruit (Jn 12:24). The Saints represent the fruitfulness of Christ. Like Francis and Clare of Assisi, you also have the duty to follow always this same logic: lose your own life for the sake of Jesus and the Gospel, in order to save it and render it fruitful in

 abundance. While you praise and thank the Lord who has called you to be part of a great and

 beautiful “Family”, remain alert listening to what the Spirit is saying today to it, in each of his

 components, so as to continue to announce with passion the Kingdom of God following the

 footprints of your Seraphic Father. Every Brother and every Sister always guards a contemplative soul, simple and joyful: return always to Christ, like Francis set out from the gaze of the Crucifix of San Damiano and from his encounter with the leper, to see the face of Christ in brothers who are suffering and bring his peace to all. Be witnesses of the “beauty” of God, which Francis could sing contemplating the marvels of creation and which made him exclaim turning to the Most High: “You are Beauty!” (Praises of God).
Translated from Italian by Fr Norbert Pittorino OFM
