SAINT FRANCIS AND ECOLOGY
 
Our founder Francis is widely acclaimed as the pre-eminent exemplar of Christian care for creation.  In this age of ecological crisis, scientists, leaders of other faiths, those who profess no faith, diverse scholars and ordinary believers have named Francis as their inspiration.  Why does Francis have such broad appeal?


First, we can point to Francis’ passionate and sensory love of all creation as God’s handiwork.  His profound appreciation of the beauty and goodness of creation filled him with even deeper love and gratitude for God, the source of such abundant blessing and diverse fullness.


Second, Francis experienced God’s presence in creation.  Francis intuited that the “natural” both points to, and participates in, the “supernatural.”  He sensed that the God who became flesh in Jesus Christ is still, and always will be, enfleshed in the world.  In other words, Francis’ vision of creation was both sacramental and incarnational.  Francis thus offers us a creation-affirming alternative to an approach that overemphasizes the “stain of original sin.” He reminds us of the intrinsic, enduring goodness of creation as both an outflow and home of God’s generative love.  This awareness of Francis was echoed by John Paul II in his encyclical, The Gospel of Life (#83), that praises the “contemplative outlook” of “those who do not presume to take possession of reality but instead accept it as a gift, discovering in all things the reflection of the Creator and seeing in each person His living image.”


It is the Canticle of the Creatures that best conveys Francis’ own expression of his relationship with creation.  Perhaps its most distinctive feature is the address of elements of creation as “brother” or “sister,” revealing how deep a connection Francis felt with the created world. He reveled in the sun, gazed upon the stars, danced with the air, was drawn to fire, marveled at water, and caressed the earth.  The Canticle is a celebration of God’s love that is manifest in all creation and, in turn, reflected back in the praises of creation. It discloses Francis’ recognition of creation as an expression of God’s generous love.  All created things are a sign and a revelation (sacrament) of the Creator who leaves a divine imprint everywhere.  As such, Creation has inherent value because it comes from God, not because of its material or instrumental value to humans.  This is true ecological wisdom.  Even more, the Canticle cannot properly be understood apart from Francis’ love for Jesus Christ and his devotion to the Incarnation and Passion.  The humility of God, that led God to enter creation, infinitely ennobled all of creation.

Third, Francis modeled a path of contemplative action.  His prayerful grappling with the pain of the marginalized, such as the leper, moved him to act with compassion.  He thereby mediated and embodied God’s ongoing love toward the ever-present risen Christ, still “hidden” in the scorned and rejected.

Francis’ dedication to living the Good News of Jesus Christ, wedded to his passionate love of creation, gave birth to a compelling religious and ecological consciousness that linked social justice with ecological justice.  He strove for just relations not only between human beings, but with other creatures and with the earth itself—even to the point of “obedience… to every beast and wild animal as well” (A Salutation of the Virtues 14).

Francis’ vision and life continue to nurture a perennial ecological wisdom: that human beings, individually and collectively, can live good lives in fraternal relationship with each other and the earth.  Properly understood, his spiritual-ecological witness can unite all those of good will to participate together in broader efforts to create a more sustainable society (thereby responding to “the cry of the poor”) and ecosphere (thereby responding to “the cry of the earth”).
Excerpt from 35th Anniversary Reflection, celebrating the Papal Declaration of Francis as Patron of Ecology, in the Franciscans for Ecology website (www.francis35.org).

