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UNIT FOUR: FRANCISCAN SPIRITUALITY


This first part of this unit aims to show the essential elements of Franciscan spirituality, the Franciscan charism, and the richness of the Franciscan vocation.
Part One: Some Basic Concepts

Some Introductory Remarks:

 
What does “Spirituality” mean?

 
Christian Spirituality

What is Franciscan Spirituality?

Chapter One: The Franciscan Journey to God

1. Francis’ Idea of God
2.  Christ-centred: Living in active imitation of Christ

a)  The Following of Christ (“sequela Christi”)


Introduction: Faith – Central to Franciscan Life

b)  The Self-Emptying of Christ (“kenosis”)


Symbolic moments:

1. Bethlehem – Greccio

2. Eucharist

3. Calvary

Chapter Two: Universal Fatherhood of God & Brotherhood of 




All Creatures

1. What does the “Fatherhood of God” mean?
2. We are Brothers and Sisters
3. Qualities of Franciscan Sister/Brotherhood

1) Nature and Purpose of Sister/Brotherhood

2) The Bond of Love

3) As an Expression of Obedience

4) As an Expression of Poverty

5) As an Expression of Chastity

6) As an Expression of Life

7) As an Expression of Loyalty

8) As an Expression of Love of Ecology

9) As an Expression of Peace & Non-Violence

Chapter Three: St Clare’s Approach to Franciscan Spirituality

Main themes:
· Poverty and the Passion of Christ;

· The Primacy of Love;

· The Incarnation and Redemption;

· Mirroring Christ in the World;

· The Life of Prayer

Review of Part One of Unit Four
UNIT FOUR: FRANCISCAN SPIRITUALITY


PART ONE: SOME BASIC CONCEPTS

Some Introductory Remarks

In this unit, we examine the objective that Francis and Clare aimed at, that is, what it means for us to be a Franciscan, our identity.  Here we consider what our Franciscan spirituality is and what the Franciscan charism means. It would be good to discuss our own ideas first before we see more on this topic.
· When you think of St Francis or St Clare, what are the most important qualities that strike you about each of them?

· Discuss these qualities and put them in order of preference as you think St Francis or St Clare would list them.

· What do you think Franciscan Spirituality means?

What does “Spirituality” mean?

This may appear to be a theoretical question, but we need to look at it briefly. We use the word “spirituality” very often, but have we ever stopped to ask what it means? Firstly, we must remember that only persons are able to have spirituality. It is connected with our spirit or soul. There are many kinds of spirituality. It can be pagan, non-Christian, such as Hinduism, Buddhism or traditional religions that do not know Jesus Christ. In this course, we are only dealing with Christian spirituality. 

The word “Spirituality” comes from the word ‘spiritual’ which is described in the Oxford Dictionary
 as “of the spirit as opposed to matter; what is of the soul especially as acted on by God (spiritual life).” “Spirituality” is our human state of being “spiritual” or coming into relationship with a spirit; in our case, with God through Jesus Christ. Thus we can speak of “Christian Spirituality.”

 
Christian Spirituality is a serious response that a person makes to God when he reveals his great love for us in Christ. We can see this in the life of St Francis. Once he fully realized God loved him, his way of acting changed radically. This realization is shown by the way he increased his seeking to know more about God, his loving Him and serving Him and our fellow men and women.
Christian Spirituality is inter-personal; it is the life of a person with God. Only people can have this new relationship with the Trinity which is given freely by God. Those inspired respond by actions that are both human and transcendent, that is, above our normal way of acting. We see this in a concrete way in the historical person of Jesus Christ. We participate in the sacred events of his life which we call “mysteries” of his life. We come to an encounter with God. God is real to the spiritual person and there is a genuine union of the spiritual person with Christ as a real person. 

Man encounters God in the Word of God. The Word is not only the saving actions of God, apostolic preaching and the inspired accounts in Sacred Scripture; it is especially and above all, Christ himself, the substantial Word of the Father. He is the living Word that enlivens and brings to fulfilment the words and acts of the past and in whom man makes his personal response to God’s love. Concretely, the Word comes to us through the Church. The Church is the fundamental sacrament revealing and communicating the Word to man.
Christian spirituality has many different forms. We call these “charisms” so that we have the Benedictine, Dominican, Ignatian and Franciscan and other charisms according to the different understanding or approaches each has to Christ. Basically, however, we can say all of these are expressions of Christian spirituality. Hans Urs von Balthasar, the Swiss theologian, says that the various Christian spiritualities are particular expressions of Gospel spirituality; and the persons or groups which favour some aspect of Gospel life and make it the centre of their Christian existence live the whole Gospel.
 He adds, “Christ is the source of every spirituality. The glorified Christ continues his mission of providing the church with other forms of his spirituality in answer to historical needs”.
 
Therefore, when the Church is faced with a new situation or problem, God raises up a particular group who can defend the Church or help the Church in that area of need. For example, when the poor and homeless were in great need God raised up such groups as the Vincentians to help them; or in more recent times, Blessed Mother Teresa of Calcutta, to help the poor in India.  St Francis was called to renew the Church when it was losing the meaning of the Gospel. So, Balthasar continues, “As humanity evolves, Christ serves it by new forms of the Christian life which are always an expression of his mission. Christ does not do this directly or visibly but through one of the faithful, a founder or foundress in as much as he/she embodies the form of Christ and thus provides his/her followers with a standard to follow.

Diagram showing how different charisms are related to Gospel Spirituality
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So God called St Francis and St Clare to fulfil a special role. Firstly, he called them to conversion, to make a radical change in their lives in response to the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. This meant that both Francis and Clare had to endure a severe test before they came to understand what God wanted of them. Both had to leave home, make a total commitment to God and follow blindly the inspirations of the Holy Spirit. In doing this, God opened up a new vision to them. This new way of living became the charism that they were to pass on to their followers.
 In this Unit we are going to examine the Franciscan charism or spirituality more closely. The question we must ask is: “What does it mean to be a Franciscan?” or “What are the characteristics of the Franciscan charism?”

What is “Franciscan Spirituality”?

Francis was aware of his own unique spirituality and the unique experience of God that each individual has.
 Francis had no master plan for the Order, but he protected it and contributed to its formation. “The standard of life for his order was the holy gospel, expressed in a practical following of Christ. The basis of his spiritual life is to be found in complete poverty of spirit and in the sense that one could not own property, either material or immaterial.”
 The idea that St Paul expressed about flesh-spirit had a great influence on Francis’ thinking, as we can see in his writings. Obviously, Franciscan spirituality takes its name from Francis of Assisi. It is based on the experience of Francis: his experience of God and his style of living the Gospel that has shaped and continues to shape Franciscan spirituality.
 

 Franciscan Spirituality is not something static. It has been described as: “The spiritual journey sketched by St Francis and St Clare of Assisi and completed through history by their disciples which leads men and women to a living, conscious and progressive conformity with Christ the Lord.”
 That simply means that men and women followed the example of both Francis and Clare in conforming their lives to Christ.


Murray Bodo describes Franciscan Spirituality as “Story Spirituality”
. He continues, “Franciscan Spirituality is story, just as the Gospel is. Francis and the early friars used to come together only once a year on the feast of Pentecost in Assisi for a “chapter of mats” (as it was called because of the mats they sat on). They had been on the road and they would come back and tell their story of what happened on the road. Our Rule of life of 1221 is simply “tips for the road” and how to live “on the road” as mendicants. These stories were passed on from generation to generation. These embodied what we might call “the Franciscan charism”.

There are many different ways that we could describe Franciscan spirituality, but again, as mentioned before, we cannot consider Franciscan spirituality in a vacuum. In examining the main characteristic elements of Franciscan Spirituality and looking at how we live them today, we must consider them as Francis and Clare lived them in the concrete circumstances of their lives. In the following chapters we shall examine some of those characteristic Franciscan concepts.










CHAPTER ONE

THE FRANCISCAN JOURNEY TO GOD

Introduction:

Francis’ journey to God was one of radical conversion where he followed the Gospel in a literal way; a journey of minority, of charity, and humble recognition of his limits in this earthly life.  At the same time, he entered a new spiritual dimension – a journey that brought him to God who was the Lord who called him, who was Love, who was the Most High.


Three remarkable events shaped Francis’ spirituality. At the age of 23, he experienced a series of dreams or visions which led to his personal conversion through the practice of prayer and penance. Secondly, the San Damiano experience,  where Francis was instructed by the icon of the crucified Christ to “Go repair my church” (cf. Unit One); then in 1209, he heard the words of Mt 10:7 – 13 which gave him the pattern his life was to follow. These aroused three desires which were to be characteristic of his spirituality: to be united with God in prayer; to be an apostle of the Church; and to imitate literally the life of Jesus (St Bonaventure).


So, let us begin by examining some basic concepts: 

1. Francis’ Idea of God

From the Franciscan writings, we can clearly recognize that Francis had only one thought that completely occupied his whole mind: God. For him, God was his all. Nothing else was as important to him as God.  He was so taken up reflecting on God that it often left him in ecstasy.



We might wonder: How did Francis think of God? Francis was no theologian, so if we were to ask him who God was, we could not hope to get a learned answer from him. But one thing stands out: Francis himself was a witness to the living God, and all we can require from such a witness is that he should describe what he saw, heard and felt and assure us that his experience was not mere fantasy, but a reality that had turned his life around.


Therefore, Francis is acting as a witness when he stands before us as an example of what God can do in us. At the same time, Francis reminds us how profound God is and how we cannot understand God’s wonder. We don’t take God seriously, for if we did, then our lives, too, would be turned around. That is what we mean when we speak of “conversion.” 

In this way, Francis shows us clearly that God is present among us and that we must welcome him with open arms if we are to experience the joy of feeling that we are loved with an infinite love. Francis’ testimony to his faith can be believed because he was a living proof that men and women do well spiritually when they dare to allow the living God to be present in their lives.

When we try to approach the God who Francis knew, we are touching upon what is basic in every committed, responsible Christian: Such a person’s journey through life is dominated by the presence of God. This is what marks a person as a Christian, and the kind of Christian he or she is. This is something we cannot ignore when we describe the soul’s journey to God.

How did Francis form his image of God?
For Francis, we can see the action of the Holy Spirit opening his soul to God’s grace. He lived his life according to the image of God that gradually became clearer to him as time went on. For example, in Francis’ life, the action of the Holy Spirit gradually brought him a deeper understanding that came each time he responded to God’s call. In this way, Francis succeeded in shaping a singular way of living his Christian life within the Church, because he had experienced God in a unique way. Simply by living his life Francis taught us a series of attitudes and ways of living the Gospel that served to inspire many believers who were seeking to live their faith more fully.

Difficulties in coming to know Francis’ Image of God 

God was the principal agent in Francis’ conversion, but there were other elements that shaped Francis’ spirituality, such as his environment, the conditions of his time, etc. From this, we are faced with a danger and a challenge. “...while God’s role was supreme, we must not neglect to relate it to the context of Francis’ life, which gives it meaning and which proves its effectiveness. That is, a simple description of concepts taken from Francis’ writings is not enough to show the importance which God had in his life. Instead, we need to read his words again in order to rediscover things that were clear to him but which have lost their significance for us because of the changes in the circumstances of time, place and society.”
 

It is not an easy task to discover Francis’ idea of God, but we must try to do it at all costs since otherwise we are liable to form an image of God which does not correspond with the living God who transformed Francis and accompanied him during his life.

Again, another difficulty derives from Francis himself who never spoke of his intimate relationship with God. And Francis himself distrusted any brother who was unable to keep to himself the favours the Lord had granted him and who went around talking about them. He could not see how this could benefit anyone. We must be clear: When we speak of Francis’ “image” of God, we do not mean what he imagined, but a reality of what he actually experienced himself, what attracted and inspired him. In other words, we want to know how Francis represented God to himself.
Influences on Francis’ forming an image of God

Here is an attempt to outline the influences that outline some of the ways that Francis came to know God.

1. Early Education










We have no factual record of Francis’ religious formation as a child but should imagine that he followed the normal education of a lay person in his day. He would have “breathed in and absorbed almost unconsciously, just like the other lay people of his own place and time. If we want to find out precisely the elements which contributed directly to Francis’ ability to condense his experience and image of God into a popular spirituality, we must examine his immediate background, that is, his family, his schooling, and the liturgy and art of his time.






We are told that Francis attended the parish school of St George which was presided over by a cleric who used the Psalter as a basic textbook to teach him to read and write Latin. He also most likely taught him the fundamentals of the Faith and the Christian life. He had to learn the psalms by heart and this was what formed his first images of God in his heart and mind. The Office of the Passion is proof of the deep impression left on him by learning off the psalms.

2. Liturgy











Francis expressed his ideas about God through the language of the Liturgy. It introduced Francis to the mysterious inner world of religion which made his image of God sharper and more detailed as he came to understand more clearly the symbolism of the words and actions of the priests. And the sermons he heard must have helped, too, since we presume they were acceptably instructive. Bishop Rufino (who was Bishop Guido’s predecessor) was one of the first commentators and teachers on the Decree on Grace.
3. Religious art











Another source of Francis’ idea of God came from religious pictures and art. In the Middle Ages, this was the accepted way the people learnt about their faith. Art was used as a teaching tool. All knowledge that would be useful in a person’s life – the religious history of the world from Creation onwards, the teaching of the Church, the lives of saints, the virtues – all were depicted in stained-glass windows and in statues on the façade of churches. Each cathedral was a “Bible for the Poor.” The poor and illiterate, could see pictured before their eyes almost everything they knew already by faith. In this way, the most important ideas in theology were conveyed – even confusedly – to the humblest of intellects.

4. Popular Devotion was also another way Francis learnt about God. He heard pious stories and legends as well as teaching on the truths of the faith. For example, the “Legend of Martyrs” written in the 11th century relates how Christianity was preached in pagan Assisi by the first bishops, Rufino, Victorino and Savino.
5. Contact with others.










No doubt, after his conversion, Francis came into contact with other men who were more able to express ideas about God. Speaking with theologians within and from outside his Fraternity, as well as material he possibly read or heard read, must have influenced his spiritual growth.


Behind this traditional image of God that Francis knew was hidden the living God who utterly changed and broadened his spiritual horizons. The description of Francis’ dream at Spoleto by Celano clearly shows this: the change in values which God brought about in him. In his Testament, Francis looks back over his life. He tells us that the forceful presence of the Lord completely changed his approach to everything, for example, his experience with the leper.


Clearly, our image of God affects the way we act and behave towards God. Therefore, we need to examine our image of God to understand our own behaviour. Here is an exercise that might help us.
Activity

Below is a prayer of St Francis praising God. Examine it carefully and then look at the list of names for God in the Psalms (in the table below). Pick out the ones that are the same as or the same meaning or similar to those used by St Francis and mark them. Are there any terms for God that Francis used (or similar) that are not listed here from the psalms? If so, name them.




The Praises of God


You are holy, Lord,



You alone are God who does wonderful things.


You are strong. You are great.



You are the all-powerful King.


You are the holy Father, the King of heaven and earth.


You are the Lord, God of gods, three and one;



You are the good, all good,



the sovereign good, Lord God living and true.


You are Love, Charity;



You are wisdom, You are humility;



You are patience; You are beauty.



You are meekness; You are security;



You are inner peace; You are joy.


You are our hope and joy.



You are justice; You are moderation,



You are all our riches; You are enough for us.


You are beauty, You are meekness;



You are a protector; You are our Guardian and Defender;



You are strength; You are refuge.


You are our hope, You are our faith,



You are our charity, You are our sweetness,



You are our eternal life:


Great and wonderful Lord,



All-powerful God, merciful Saviour.          

(Rule of 1223 of St Francis)

	Some Images of God in the Psalms


	All-Knowing

Almighty

Beauty, God of
Beloved

Comforting

Compassionate

Constant

Creation, God of
Death, God of
Delightful

Deserver of Praise

Devoted

Eager

Empowering

Encircling

Enlightening

Eternal

Faithful

Father

Favouring

Forgiving
	Freedom, God of
Friendly

Generous

Gentle

Glory, God of
Good

Great

Guardian

Guiding

Happiness, God of
Healing

Hidden

Holy

Hopeful

Humble

Intimate

Joyful

Justice, God of
Kindness, God of
Laughter, God of

Life-giving
	Life-Saving

Light, God of
Listening

Living

Loving

Loyal

Majestic

Merciful

Mysterious

Pardoning

Peace Maker

Perfect

Poor & Rich, God of
Powerful

Protecting

Provider

Reconciling

Redeeming

Refreshing

Reliable

Renewing
	Ruler

Safety, God of
Sanctifying

Saving

Servant

Silent

Source of Life

Strength, God of
Supporting

Tender-hearted

Trustworthy

Truthful

Unfailing

Unifying

Unseen

Unshakeable

Victorious

Watchful

Welcoming

Wisdom, God of
Wonderful


Discuss the meaning of the titles for God that appeal to you most. Say why you like them and what they mean to you.

How Francis’ new Image of God changed him

“Francis left public and populated places seeking solitude, and there he was very often taught by the Holy Spirit…But while he used to frequent these isolated places which he found suitable for prayer, God said to Francis in spirit, ‘leave these worldly and vain pleasures for those of the spirit; prefer bitter things to the sweet, and despise yourself if you want to know me…because you will taste what I tell you, even if the Order is overturned.”


Moreover, in Francis’ life, we note that as this acquaintance with God grew closer, the appeal and desire for a greater Good became clearer and more concrete and more precise, even though there were outside demands from the world about him. From his infancy, there was developing in the young Francis a generous care for the poor which was divinely implanted in his heart. It had so filled his heart with kindness that, even at that time, he resolved not to be a deaf hearer of the Gospel but to give to everyone who begged especially if he asked for the love of God. (LM 1:1).


Francis’ life was always drawn towards a goal which was God. This goal for Francis was a continual beginning again in his life of faith. He totally forgot himself and placed himself at the service of lepers. He burned with a great desire to return to his earlier humility. Because of his boundless love, he planned to bring his body back to its strength of service, though he was sick. He used to say, “Let us begin to serve the Lord, brothers, for up until now we have done little or nothing.” He did not consider that he had reached his goal, but tirelessly hoped to begin again.
Conclusion

We cannot yet say that, through this journey, Francis was able to encounter and complete his image of God. After having given many suggested “names” for God, he could not say, “Here is God!” The Christian image of God comes from paintings and icons, and hides in the man who has need of Francis. And the Poverello tells him. “There is no other way to the Father of all than love for him and our brothers. Outside that, it is impossible to encounter the Spirit of God, one and three: Not two loves but one only, for to live and love as brothers and children of the one Father of all, it is necessary to have faith in Christ, and the love of the Spirit.”


Francis began with the Son of Man on this path of fraternal love, which is the path to the Father where all attend to him in heaven. In a beloved brother, in fact, is manifest and hidden the God of Francis and therefore, for him, to love a brother is to feel ignited to go continually beyond the brother to God. And this certainty of faith is also a certainty of being continually pardoned by God who is always greater than our love, and pardons all of that which our heart accuses us.

Reflection

Jesus wanted to reveal a God who is an understanding God, a forgiving and loving God. The God Jesus reveals to us is Yahweh, who wants to be near to us.





YAHWEH – I AM THERE
I am there - when you are alone

I am there - when you are full of consternation

I am there - when they reject you and cast you out

I am there - when you cannot see any progress

I am there  - when you despair and are saddened

I am there - when you are anxious and afraid

I am there - when no one likes you

I am there - when there seems to be a wall between you and your friend

I am there - when you worry and cannot sleep

I am there - when someone hurts you

I am there - when you are in grave danger

I am there - when you are sick and need help

I am there - when you cannot bear your sorrow alone

I am there - when your world falls apart

I am there - when you need love and are ready to confide

I am there - when you are suffering great pain

I am there - when no one listens to you anymore

I am there - when you can no longer stand upright from exhaustion

I am there - when you have a bad conscience

I am there - when you call on me

I am there - when you die

 I am there - like an angel that protects you in great need

I am there - like the sun that gives you warmth and joy

I am there - like a father that makes you feel secure

I am there - like a mother who feels with you

I am there - like a heart that is always with you

I am there - like an eye that always sees you

I am there - like an arm that supports you

I am there - like a cloud that envelops you with love

I am there - like a hand that shows the right way

I am there - like a light that inspires you well

I am there - like a voice that tells you

that I shall be with you always.









CHAPTER TWO

LIVING IN ACTIVE IMITATION OF CHRIST
Introduction: Faith is Central to Franciscan Life

The experience of faith in God in the personal coming to know and encounter Jesus Christ is central to Franciscan life. From whatever angle we approach it – such as prayer, fraternity, poverty, presence among men, etc. – the Gospel way of life refers back constantly to faith.


In our search for God, faith is absolutely first in the life of a Franciscan: in adoration and love due to Him; in following Christ and the life according to the Gospel; an openness to the Spirit and constant prayer must be first and foremost in our lives. Whether it be prayer, clothing, poverty, work, begging or food, at the root of our life there is a unique experience of faith in God who is Love… Such an approach in faith will give depth to our spiritual search, whether it be communal or individual, it alone will bear up our prayer.

1. CHRIST-CENTRED LIVING
The following of Christ (Sequela Christi)

The sequela Christi (or active following of Christ) just as the apostles did who left everything is an inseparable theme of the teaching of Christ who is the only “Way”, the only Master. We cannot understand this unless we follow him; we do not know on whom we have placed our unconditional faith unless we follow him.


The crisis of believers today does not arise from the difficulty in adapting to our world and modern mentality, but from the difficulty of conforming our lives to Christ who is the Source of our hope and who gives us dignity, direction and a future. In practice, we have not conformed ourselves to him but hidden ourselves from him. Francis, on the other hand, has shown us the opposite by his example of active following of Christ. The norm of his life was to become conformed to Christ. He called upon Christ, lived for him and longed to become more and more like him.



Christ was everything to Francis,  the source and origin of everything. It was Christ who called him, advised him and the sole basis of his life. Christ was the model in everything. Francis wanted Christ to be reflected in our life because Christ is our sole Master and Exemplar.


Francis seemed to live only to express his ardent love for Christ. He expressed this in his life of deep prayer, in his conversations and his emotional remembrances and compassion for the sufferings of Christ especially in his Passion and death for love of us.


Francis’ biographers often speak of Francis’ “literal observance of the Gospel” and his “perfect imitation of the humility and poverty of Christ,” and of the Franciscan habit (of the Friars Minor) being in the form of a cross, of the Tau with which he signed himself and which he drew on the walls of the cells of his brothers. To obey the words of Christ, he takes off his shoes and wants only one tunic. And to imitate Christ perfectly, he begins the fast until the Epiphany; he did not want to be called ‘good’; he did not want a cell or bed-room to be called his own; he teaches his followers the ‘Our Father’ and uses the greeting of peace.


From all this we can say that faithfulness to Christ and the Gospel is the basic, life-giving principle of Franciscan spirituality. By this we mean the movement of the saint’s whole person toward a Being whom he loved totally and whom he regarded as being actually present. 

“The standard of life for his Order was the holy Gospel, expressed in a practical following of Christ. The basis of his spiritual life is to be found in complete poverty of spirit and in the sense of absolute denial of title to property, either material or immaterial. 


In Christ Francis found the source of all virtues. His total attachment to Christ strengthened his practice of the virtues (faith, hope, love) and resulted in Francis becoming worshipper of the Trinity in Christ and the mystic of La Verna. He was so filled with the love of Christ that God made him an image of the Saviour by giving him the stigmata on Mount Alverna.


Christ and the Gospel are the foundation upon which every other aspect of Franciscan spirituality can be related. This brings us to the question: What was Francis’ image of Christ that he preferred? We must ask this question because all spiritualities are centred on Christ. What, then, is distinctive about this Christ-centred approach of Francis? It is: The self-emptying Christ is the centre of Franciscan Spirituality. What stands out in Francis’ life and writings is his preoccupation with the self-emptying (kenosis in Greek) of Christ. In this kenosis of Christ Francis saw God’s infinite love for us in the fact that God the Son became a man, a human being like us, laying down his life on Calvary. This coming down, this humbling, this stooping to become small, this humility and poverty, this minority was appropriated by Francis, that is, taken upon himself when he gradually stripped himself of all signs of power and status in order to identify with the poorest, the lepers.

For Francis, Jesus is God-Man: that man that all saw, who is the Son of God, and those who do not recognize him as such in faith damn themselves. (cf. Adm 1). Even if the Poverello did not spend his time in theological reflections on the mystery of the hypostatic union, however, in his writings he refers to the unique Christ and relative attributes to his transcendence, his humility, his work of salvation of all and his poverty, his condition of being truly human as well as his royalty and at the same time as being servant to all, so that in imitating Christ one could certainly invoke God as Father.

From Francis’ Office of the Passion it is clear that Francis understood that the Passion was not everything, but it was the only way to glory. It is helpful for all Franciscans to reflect on the hymn in Phil 2:6 – 10 because it describes Christ’s self-emptying as the way to his glorification.

Reflection:

He always had the nature of God,


but he did not think that by force


He should try to become equal to God.


Instead of this, by his own free will he gave up all he had,


and took the nature of a servant.


He became like man


and appeared in human likeness.


He was humble and walked the path of obedience


all the way to death – his death on the cross.


For this reason God raised him


to the highest place above


and gave him the name that is greater than any other name.


And so, in honour of the name of Jesus


all beings in heaven, on earth,


and in the world below


will fall on their knees,


and all will openly proclaim


that Jesus Christ is Lord,


to the glory of God the Father.      ( Phil 2:6 – 10)

Questions: What does this quote suggest to you about your attitude towards God? How would you apply this to your daily life?
2. SYMBOLIC MOMENTS FOR FRANCISCANS:


Francis was in awe and grateful for, even ecstatic, over God’s love. God made himself so poor and humble. This was made visible in the manger, the flight to Egypt, his hidden life, his behaviour in the face of opposition and his submission to a cruel and humiliating death on the cross, even though He was and is the Lord of glory.


For Franciscans, the privileged symbolic moments have always been Bethlehem, Calvary and Eucharist: the Child Jesus, the Suffering Christ and the littleness of Broken Bread and Poured out Wine are the most compelling images of the fact that in Christ, God has chosen to become “poor for us in this world.” This also explains the centrality of poverty and thanksgiving in Franciscan Spirituality: humble thanks recognizes that all has been given to us, and poverty imitates God by giving it all away. By choosing to be amongst the poor of this world, Francis sees himself as sharing in a truly divine activity, accepting his true identity as fashioned in the image of a self-giving God.

i)  BETHLEHEM










How did Francis come to appreciate this poverty of God, this self-emptying?

When we look at Francis’ experiences, it appears that his meeting with the leper was one of the most forceful incidents in his life making him come to terms with himself. He encountered Christ through a leper in whom both poverty and sorrow were united, and this experience penetrated his whole concept of the Incarnation and of the following of Christ.


It was the Lord who “took him among the lepers.” He discovered Christ in the poor or what we call the “sacrament” of Christ in the poor. He treated poor people with the respect and dignity as children of God and his brothers and sisters in Christ. Celano noted that Francis shared this belief with his brothers:
“Francis’ soul melted for the poor, and to those to whom he could not extend a hand, he extended his affection. Any need, any lack he noticed in anyone, with a rapid change of thought, he turned back to Christ. In that way he read the Son of our Poor Lady in every poor person. As he held him naked in her hands so he carried him naked in his heart….”


This humble love of Christ continues to reveal itself in a church of sinners, in the human words of Scripture, in the small Eucharistic Host, in vulnerable priests, in the poorest human beings. Francis discerned and admired Christ’s presence in all these humble forms and consequently chose to respond to such humble love by a life of poverty, humility – stripped of every sign of status or power.

Greccio: Francis creates the first crib

St Francis loved Christmas more than any other feast because, as he says, “And we give you thanks because….you have caused the true God and true man to be born of the glorious ever-Virgin , most blessed, holy Mary.” (Rnb 23:5) 


Francis meditated on the various aspects of the Incarnation in all its richness: above all on the Passion and Death which reflected the humility of God. Truly, from the time of his birth, Jesus set out to save us. Francis wanted to remember that at Christmas. He wanted his friars to celebrate Christmas out of love of him who gave himself up for us. We, too, should be joyfully generous not only with the needy but also with the animals and the birds. (Leg Perugia, 110)


The love of the Child Jesus has remained joined to the famous celebration at Greccio in 1223. Perhaps one of the clearest symbols of Francis’ devotion to Christ in Bethlehem is the incident of Greccio. This is narrated in 1 Celano as follows:    
“We should note, then, as a matter worthy of memory and reverence, what he did three years prior to his death, at the town of Greccio, on the birthday of the Lord Jesus Christ.

There was a certain man in the area named John who had a good reputation but an even better manner of life. Blessed Francis loved him with special affection, since - despite being a noble in the land and very honoured in human society – he had sought nobility of the spirit. As usual blessed Francis had John called to him some fifteen days before Christmas.

‘If you desire to celebrate the feast of the Lord together at Greccio,’ Francis said to him, ‘hurry before me and carefully prepare the things I tell you. For I wish to enact the memory of that baby who was born in Bethlehem: to see as much as possible with my own bodily eyes the discomfort of his infant needs, how he lay in a manger, and how, with an ox and an ass standing by, he rested on hay.’

Once the good and faithful man heard Francis’ words, he ran quickly and prepared in the place all the things the holy man had requested.

Finally, the day to rejoice drew near and from many different places people were called to come to Greccio if they could and celebrate the feast. On the feast they gathered carrying with them lamps and torches to light up the night. Finally, Francis came and he was glad to see so many there. The manger was prepared and hay was carried in and the ox and the ass were led to the spot. There in their simplicity, they remembered the holy night in Bethlehem. They sang and gave praise to God and the Mass was celebrated.”


We all recognize this today as the first crib which we are so familiar with at Christmas time. This scene brings to mind the inspiration that Francis gained by meditating on the poor, humble Christ who so humbled himself for us to become a helpless baby in a crib in Bethlehem.


Jesus Christ is for Francis God-Man: that man that all saw, who was the Son of God, and those who did not recognize him as such in faith, damned themselves. (cf. Adm 1:142). Even though he was not a theologian, Francis referred to Christ’s humility, his poverty and his condition as absolutely human, to his royalty and servant of all, so that imitating Christ, one could certainly call upon God as Father. Jesus, therefore, for Francis is God, Son of God, the Word of God, the Most High, the Wisdom of the Father, etc. In fact, the divinity of Christ suggests to Francis some attitudes, amongst which especially, is faith. Faith for the Poverello consists fundamentally in accepting Christ, his word, his saving presence in the Eucharist.

The divinity of Christ is understood by Francis in a Trinitarian way, resulting from his constant attention and accenting of the relationship of son between Christ and the Father. For Francis, Jesus Christ is “the Son” and so equal to the Father, sent by the Father; he is the Word of the Father.

Jesus is also true man. “He received his flesh from our fragile humanity” and he appeared before the apostles with true flesh and blood. Therefore, the Son of God received true human flesh and lived his eternal divine sonship under the form of true obedience, and consequently he had to adopt poverty and be persecuted and accept the limitations of our human condition. (Adm 6) This humiliation was one of the thoughts that impressed Francis so much that he found it difficult to think of anything else.


“Francis’ model in his relationship with God was the Incarnate Son of God. God is our loving Father, whose very commands are expressions of his goodness…For Francis, God’s fatherhood embraced all creatures. Since each creature bears in its own way the image of the Father, each is worthy of reverence. Every creature was brother and sister to him, for God is father of all. And all men, no matter what their condition, were the objects of his special attention, for they are created in the likeness of the Incarnate Son.”

ii) EUCHARIST


In the time of Francis, the people did not understand the Eucharist very much.  They rarely received Communion. However, there was a developing devotion to the Body of Christ especially in its mystical meaning.

At this time, the theology of the Eucharist had not been formulated, but it was still in process. Some people denied the real presence of Christ in the Eucharist; others said it was not valid if it was celebrated by an unworthy priest. Consequently, many of the faithful were confused.


St Francis held strongly to the accepted theology of the Church as he understood it from the Liturgy. He was not a theologian so he used the language of the liturgy to express his faith. The focus at the time was on the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharistic elements of bread and wine, even to the extent of neglecting other aspects of Eucharistic theology. Francis and his friars were very balanced in their ideas on the Eucharist. Francis himself reveals a unified vision of the Eucharist.


Francis, in his writings, places great emphasis on veneration for the Body and Blood of Christ either during the celebration of Mass or after. Faith and veneration for the Body and Blood of Christ are two attitudes he strongly taught.

Activity: A Story to Read

            The Anonymous Saviour

“There stands one among you whom you know not…” Jn 1:16


This picture was taken (it is said) by a Chinese photographer who was deeply troubled religiously. He photographed the melting snow and the black earth showing through. But when he developed the photograph he was amazed to see in it the face of Christ, full of tenderness and love. He was so convinced that this was more than a coincidence that it moved him to think more deeply about the claims of Christ upon him, and he became a Christian.

Exercise


It may take you some time to see the face of Christ in this picture, but that difficulty is, perhaps, a symbol of the effort that must often be made to find Him in our world. Yet he is there, in our midst. And once found, as in the picture, he dominates the scene, and it is impossible to miss him. We are left wondering how we could have failed to recognize him earlier.
Francis’ Approach to the Eucharist

Francis was a man of the people and not a theologian, but he had a very clear vision of faith – even if his language was not technical as expressed in theological schools. Francis did not use such terms as “substance”, “form”, “transubstantiation”, etc. but he used traditional, liturgical and current language of his time, though he was influenced by some of the modern terms especially when he wanted to emphasize an aspect of truth of the faith or to speak against error. Call to mind the Testament when he writes:

“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.”


St Francis did not recognize a division between Eucharistic celebration and the cult towards the Sacrament, but he maintained a single, united vision even if he emphasizes attention to the reality of the body and blood of Christ. The expression “body and blood of Christ” was a formula used by theologians of the time to indicate the Eucharist in its completeness, the same celebration.


Unity for Francis consists in the person of Christ, considered in the bosom of the Father, in the Incarnation and in his sacrificial offering, in the minister at the altar and in the reality of his Eucharistic Body. The Eucharist places the Christian before Christ in his divine and human nature and he invites him to meet him in faith in the Sacrament.


Much of Francis’ teaching on the Eucharist can be found in Admonition 1:
Admonition One:


 “The Lord Jesus said to his disciples: ‘I am the way, the truth and the life; no one can come to the Father except through me. If you had know me you would have known my Father; and from now on you will know him and have seen him. Philip says to him, ‘show us the Father and it is enough for us. Jesus says to him: Have I been with you for so long a time and you have not known me? Philip, whoever sees me, sees also the Father. The Father lives in inaccessible light and God is a spirit. No one has ever seen God. Therefore, he cannot be seen except in the Spirit that gives life; and in fact, the flesh does not offer anything. But neither, inasmuch as he is equal to the Father, is the Son seen by anyone other than the Father (or) other than the Holy Spirit. 













Therefore all those who saw the Lord Jesus according to his humanity and did not see and believe according to the Spirit and the Godhead that he is the true Son of God were condemned.  And now, in the same way, all those who see the sacrament (of the Body of Christ), which is sanctified by the words of the Lord upon the altar at the hands of the priest in the form of bread and wine, and who do not see and believe according to the Spirit and the Godhead that it is truly the most holy Body and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, are condemned. This is attested by the Most High Himself who says, This is my Body and the Blood of my new testament (which will be poured out for many) and He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life. Therefore, it is the Spirit of the Lord, who lives in his faithful, who receives the most holy Body and Blood of the Lord.  All others who do not share in this same Spirit and who presume to receive him eat and drink judgment to themselves. Therefore, O sons of men, how long will you be hard of heart? Why do you not recognize the truth and believe in the Son of God?
See, daily he humbles himself as when he came from the royal throne (Wis 18:15) into the womb of the Virgin; daily he comes to us in a humble form; daily he comes down from the bosom of the Father upon the altar in the hands of the priest.  And as he appeared to the holy apostles in true flesh, so now he reveals himself to us in the sacred bread.  And as they saw only his flesh by means of their bodily sight, yet believed him to be God as they contemplated him with the eyes of faith, so, as we see bread and wine with our bodily eyes, we too are to see and firmly believe them to be his most holy Body and Blood, living and true. And in this way the Lord is always with his faithful, as he himself says: Behold I am with you even to the end of the world.
Let us sum up the main ideas from this Admonition:
· Francis reminds us forcefully how Christ is central in our journey to the Father;
· He stresses various levels of seeing, contemplating and beholding the Father with the eyes of the flesh or those of the Spirit. There is a deep, inner struggle of the human being. E.g. Thomas’ doubt and Phillip asking “Show us the Father?”.
· The foundation of the spiritual life: “Whoever sees me, sees the Father” The place of Christ as ‘revelation of the Father’ is central in Admonition 1. The ‘contemplative gaze’ of Adm 1 draws attention to the activity of the Holy Spirit and helps us see Christ in the Incarnation, the revelation of Christ to us in the Eucharist.
· It is only through the medium of the Holy Spirit that we can cut through the outer appearances to see and believe ‘according to the Spirit and Divinity.’ Upon this foundation – composed of a remarkable Trinitarian vision and a strong influence of the Spirit – Francis reveals the fruit of his own contemplation of the Incarnate Word  remaining with us in the Eucharist.
· Francis reminds us of the humility of the Son of God who emptied himself so that we might see and believe in him and make our way to him and to the Father.
· He affirms the personal presence of the Lord with the faithful in a personal offering of himself. “I am with you always until the end of the world.”
· The Mass for Francis is not simply the recalling of the work of redemption of Christ, but the true actuality for us: “In him one has the true body and the true blood, living and true,” the true and real sacrifice, Christ, living and glorious, true God, who offers us life and salvation.

From these ideas Francis derived such great respect, purity of heart and body, a right intention and profound faith so that in the celebrating on the part of priests as in the attending and receiving Communion on the part of the faithful.

Francis’ Teaching on Communion

St Francis’ teaching on Communion is particularly rich and makes one marvel since at the time sacramental participation was so rare that it caused the 4th Lateran Council to establish the minimum for receiving Communion as one year:
· The necessity of Communion was a theme dear to St Francis and he recommended it many times. Communion is a response to Christ’s command and is carried out in his memory. Remember, at that time, there was no custom yet of receiving Communion outside the Mass except for the dying.
· Francis places great emphasis on veneration for the Body and Blood of Christ either during the celebration of Mass or after. Faith and veneration for the Body and Blood of Christ are two attitudes he strongly teaches. He seems to be devoured by this passion because he wants to avoid any negligence and show the greatest reverence “because, I promise you, my brothers, kissing your feet with the love that I am able, write to the Capitulars…”

It is clear that this is why he directs his words to clerics to take great care in administering the Sacraments, particularly the Eucharist. He also points out that all sacred vessels that come in contact with the Blessed Sacrament should be kept clean, as well as the church and everything in it.
Reflection:


Francis’ Letter to the Entire Order

Let everyone be struck with fear;


Let the whole world tremble


and let the heavens exult


when Christ the Son of the living God


is present on the altar in the hands of a priest.


O wonderful loftiness and stupendous dignity!


O sublime humility! O humble sublimity!


The Lord of the universe,


God and the Son of God,


so humbles himself


that, for our salvation, 


He hides himself


under an ordinary piece of bread!


Brothers, look at the humility of God,


and pour out your hearts before Him!


Humble yourselves


that you may be exalted by Him.


Hold back nothing of yourselves for yourselves,


that he who gives himself totally to you,


may receive you totally.

iii)  CALVARY

The self-emptying of Christ could not be clearer than Jesus’ suffering and death on Calvary. Francis wept when he saw a cross that reminded him of the suffering of his Lover.



Certainly, the Passion and Death of Jesus are, for Francis, a redeeming sacrifice; but for him, this saving character of the crucifixion had its basis in the life of Jesus. When Francis says that the Word was truly made man and when he says that the heavenly Father “gave his Son who was born for us,” he meant God wanted to offer him as a bloody sacrifice on the altar of the cross, not for himself but for our sins….He became a man for others even to the point of giving his life for them. In other words, the death of Jesus was the historical and almost inevitable consequence of a life radically and unconditionally conformed to the coming of the Kingdom of God for all men equally. This was his mission.  In this action of Jesus, in fact, he implied the condemnation of a social system based on the distinction of men as masters and slaves.

Jesus, therefore, put aside his own will to follow the will of the Father. He accepted his own human state and trusted himself into the hands of God who had always the last word…The death of Jesus was the consequence of the irresistible power of love and goodness. “You deigned to die for love of my love.” Thus he died out of love that did not recognize any compromise in practice but was totally intent on promoting the good of man and resist all that was evil for man in obedience to the Father.


Francis understood this lesson perfectly: his whole life was a marriage of perfect love of God with the love of his neighbour. The apostolic life which Francis longed to follow “with his whole heart” was one where he forgets himself and occupies himself with others, realizing that it was worthwhile dying for this ideal. Just as Jesus’ life was totally spent in service of the Father and in creating a fraternal relationship in human society, so Francis imitated this in his life.









     CHAPTER THREE
THE UNIVERSAL FATHERHOOD OF GOD;

AND THE BROTHER/ SISTERHOOD OF ALL CREATURES

1. What does “Universal Fatherhood of God” mean?

Francis saw Jesus as one who, on the basis of radical poverty, distanced himself from possessive attitudes and placed himself in a life of poverty, as one who ‘lived on the margin’ and made himself live in such a way that he came to understand the true meaning of turning to God as Father. Like Jesus, Francis, when he stood naked before the Bishop in Assisi, called on his Father in heaven as a genuine break away from what was accepted in his culture.


The first image that Francis knew of God was that of invoking God as “Father” as a result of his practical breaking away from all those things in his environment that worked adversely against human brotherhood and oppression to people. This was a new aspect of Jesus revealed to Francis: God who could not be measured by human expressions and who was to be loved above everything else. We were not to seek what we could get from God, but what we could offer God; we were to stand ‘naked before God to follow the naked Christ on the cross.’

Francis had no other concern throughout his life than to cling to God with his whole heart. Francis’ love for God led him to the loving embrace of his Father, the brotherhood of Christ and communion with the Holy Spirit. His response to God is summed up in the Rule of 1221:

“1 All-powerful, most holy, Almighty and supreme God, Holy and just Father, Lord King of heaven and earth, we thank You for Yourself, for through Your holy will and through Your only Son with the Holy Spirit, You have created everything spiritual and corporal and, after making us in your own image and likeness, You placed us in paradise. 2 Through our own fault we fell.

3 We thank You for as, through your Son, You created us, so through your holy love with which you loved us, You brought about his birth as true God and true man by the glorious, ever-virgin, most blessed, holy Mary and You willed to redeem us captives through his cross and blood and death.

4 We thank You for Your Son Himself will come again in the glory of His majesty to send into the eternal fire the wicked ones who have not done penance and have not known You; and to say to all those who have known You, adored You and served You in penance: Come, you blessed of my Father, receive the kingdom prepared for you from the beginning of the world.” 5 Because all of us, wretches and sinners, are not worthy to pronounce Your name, we humbly ask our Lord Jesus Christ, Your beloved Son, in Whom You were well pleased, together with the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete, to give You thanks, for everything as it pleases You and Him, Who always satisfies You in everything through Whom You have done so much for us. Alleluia!” (RnB XXIII 1-5)


Francis felt this welcome by God from the moment of his conversion, and he responded by accepting the suffering he had to endure. Francis was really attached to his father, Pietro, and to renounce him must have been a very difficult thing for him to do: “From now on I will not say, ‘my father Pietro Bernadone’, but ‘our Father in heaven,’ because I have placed my every treasure, my trust and hope in him.” Francis became fully dependent on God and trusted him completely as his Father. 


Francis’ stripping of himself and his total availability to his brothers in imitation of Christ grows proportionately to his contemplation of God revealed in Jesus Christ, humbled and crucified for us all because only this practical attitude makes the perception of the “Most High God” possible and thus be possessed by Him.

Francis’ way of life was based on the Person of Jesus Christ whom Francis saw as “the Good News dwelling among us”. Francis’ ‘Gospel life’ was none other than the experience of the presence of God through Christ in an intimate personal relationship with Christ and through Christ with everyone and everything. They were to him ‘brothers and sisters’ first of all in the poor, the sick and abandoned and ultimately to all creation.

2.  We are a Brotherhood or Sisterhood

In this section, we examine the question: “Who are we as Franciscan brothers and sisters?” 

 
We saw earlier in Unit One there are different levels of relationship: natural and a spiritual; or on a Christian level and a Franciscan level which is a particular expression of Christian brother/sisterhood. Here we look into Franciscan brother/sisterhood.
3. Characteristics of Franciscan Brotherhood/ Sisterhood

From the time of our Franciscan profession, we are not alone, but always live in communion with our brothers and sisters. Our profession to live according to the Gospel means that we live in a community of brothers/sisters. “It is within the community and because of the community that our vocation is brought to maturity; for it is the community which is the privileged place of our encounter with God. We share the same goal and help each other to reach it. We turn towards each other in mutual love according to the command and example of Christ.”


Therefore, we look to each other with mutual respect and, with simplicity, make known our needs to each other in a spirit of service. Such an attitude would avoid any disputes, grumbling and anger or negative judgments of each other. The main characteristic is love not simply in words but in actions. In other words, we much be genuine, undiscriminating witnesses to the Gospel. Positively, we must seek to be peace-makers and reconciling one with the other both within and outside our communities.


Another aspect that we could consider is minority as an expression of our poverty which we shall see in more detail later.

4. Universal Brotherhood / Sisterhood

From the absolute primacy of God as Father, the Creator of all creatures, Francis broadened his understanding to a universal brotherhood / sisterhood centred on Christ. (That means that we regard everyone as our brother or sister.) By following Christ’s teaching and example, his life would be transformed into a hymn of praise and glory of the Father. He longed to be captured by the love of Christ so that he might die for Christ, just as Christ died for love of us.


In this Christ-centred vision, love for the Son of God and Son of Man is at the basis of the universal brotherhood of all things. This is expressed by Francis in his Canticle of the Creatures (also known as The Canticle of the Sun) which we know so well:

Most High, all-powerful, good Lord,


Yours are the praises, the glory, and the honour, and all blessing,

To You alone, Most High, do they belong,


And no human is worthy to mention Your name.

Praised and bless my Lord and give Him thanks


And serve Him with great humility.


Francis wanted his brothers to love each other because that is what God wants: “This is my commandment, that you have love one for another as I have loved you.” (Jn 13:35)

The Story of a Modern Saint:

                      ST MAXIMILIAN KOLBE


Raymond was the second son of a poor family who lived in Russian occupied Poland. He was born on 7th January, 1894. Both his parents were Secular Franciscans and worked at home as weavers. His father, Julius, ran a religious book store. He joined the army to fight for independence against the Russians. Unfortunately, he was captured and hanged as a traitor in 1914. His mother later became a Benedictine nun. His brother, Alphonse, became a priest.


Raymond was a mischievous child and sometimes a trial for his parents. But when he was 12 years old, he had a vision of the Blessed Virgin Mary which changed his life. He asked her what was to become of him. She held out two crowns, one was white; the other red. She asked him which of these he would like to choose. The white crown represented purity and the red one, martyrdom. He replied that he wanted them both.


Raymond entered the Franciscan Conventual Order and took the religious name Maximilian. He made his first vows on 5th September, 1911 and did his studies for the priesthood in Rome. During that time, he founded a group called The Crusade of Mary. They had particular devotion to Mary.


Maximilian was ordained on the 28th April, 1918 even though he had suffered from bad health that nearly killed him. Maximilian was a good student and received his Doctorate of Theology in 1922. He returned to Poland to teach history in the seminary at Crakow. He took  leave from August 1920 until April 1921 to have treatment for tuberculosis. He also began publishing his magazine Knight of the Immaculate to fight against people who did not care about religion. By 1927, the magazine had a press run of 70,000 issues. He was forced to take another medical leave but the work continued. He was given land and the means to increase his productions. His magazine reached over 750, 000 copies a month.


Wishing to spread his work further, Maximilian set out with four brothers for Japan in 1930. Within a month, Maximilian was printing a Japanese version of Knight of the Immaculate. By 1936, its circulation grew to 65,000. In 1936, Maximilian founded a monastery in Nagasaki. It survived the war and the nuclear bombing and serves today as a centre of Franciscan work.


Due to bad health, Maximilian returned to Poland. On the 8th December 1938, the monastery began its own radio station. In 1939, the monastery housed more than 800 men, the largest in the world in its day. It was completely self-sufficient.

On the 19th September, 1939 Maximilian and several of his brothers were arrested by the Nazis after the occupation of Poland. Others at the monastery were briefly exiled, but the prisoners were released on the 8th December, 1939 and the men returned to work However the presses were shut down and the congregation was suppressed. Maximilian was imprisoned again in Pawiak prison, Warsaw in Poland on the 17th February, 1941. In May that year, he was transferred to Auschwitz and branded “prisoner 16670,” and assigned to a special work group staffed by priests and supervised by vicious, abusive guards.


Maximilian’s calm dedication to his faith brought him the worst jobs available, and more beatings than anyone else. At one time he was beaten, whipped and left for dead. The other prisoners managed to smuggle him into the camp hospital where he spent his time while recovering in hearing confessions. When he returned to camp, Maximilian ministered to other prisoners, including celebrating Mass and distributing Communion using smuggled bread and wine.


In July, 1941, there was an escape from the camp. The commander announced that ten men would die. He enjoyed walking along the ranks picking out the victims. “This one. That one.” As they were being marched away to the starvation bunkers, Number 16670 stepped forward. “I would like to take that man’s place. He has a wife and children.” “Who are you?” the commander asked. “A priest,” Maximilian replied. No name, no mention of fame. Silence. The commander was amazed, perhaps shocked. He pulled Sergeant Francis Gajowniczek out of line and ordered Fr Kolbe to go with the nine.


In the block of death, they were ordered to strip naked and the slow starvation began in darkness. But there was no screaming – the prisoners sang. By the eve of the Assumption four were left alive. The jailor came to finish Kolbe off as he sat in a corner praying. He lifted his fleshless arm to receive the bite of the hypodermic needle. It was filled with carbolic acid. They burned his body with all the others. He was beatified in 1971 and canonized in 1982. The words of Jesus ring true: “No greater love has any man than to lay down his life for his friends.”

Discussion Questions
· What comes to mind when you reflect on the story of Maximilian Kolbe?
· Can you think of a situation in your life where you had to make a hard decision to help someone else? How did you react? Why?
· Does true brotherhood / sisterhood function in your community? In what ways?
· How do you think this idea of Universal Brotherhood / Sisterhood could affect the wider community? How can we support this idea?

5. SOME IMPLICATIONS OF FRANCISCAN BROTHER/SISTERHOOD


Brotherhood / Sisterhood are central to Franciscan life. The concept runs through practically every aspect of Franciscan living. Here are some: the way we live our community life, the way we live our vows or promises, the motivation for loyalty to the Order and Fraternity, our view of creation and the way we govern, etc. It is so important that we need to spend more time in considering it. We present some brief notes:

1)  The Nature and Purpose of Franciscan Brotherhood / Sisterhood

Franciscan brotherhood or Sisterhood could be described as “itinerant apostles”, that is, wandering disciples of Christ, preaching at least by example. This missionary vocation was given to Francis at San Damiano when he knelt before the crucifix and he was told to go and rebuild the Church which was falling into ruins. We know his gradual conversion experiences and the highest point of it when he exclaimed, “This is what I want, this is what I seek, this is what I want with all my heart!” This is when he came to understand his vocation.

Franciscans are sent into the world to bring peace. This is a task given to them by the Church: to preach conversion to the Gospel, and penance through the example of their lives.


Francis and his followers modelled their lives on Christ’s brotherhood with his apostles and try to bring that witness to the world. By their profession, Franciscans make an agreement with Christ to conform themselves in their lives of consecration according to the example of St Francis whose life was one of continual conversion and renewal. Just as Francis worked to bring about the conversion and renewal of others, so we, as his followers, try to do the same.


According to our Rule, we promise to remain together, helping each other to realize the potential of each one’s spiritual personality, in celebrating their culture and then to offer the world service and salvation in announcing peace.

2) The Bond of Love
    St Francis reminded us that to love a brother (or sister) is to have a gift from God. With this gift God expresses his love and his care for us. The gift of the first brother that God gave St Francis filled him with extraordinary joy. It seemed to him that the Lord cared for him, giving him a companion and a faithful friend – of whom we all have need. Francis loved his brothers greatly with all his heart because they shared the same faith amongst themselves, the same vocation and mission. He loved them as members of his family with the same faith, united by a share in an eternal inheritance.


Offences against the brotherhood are offences against the fatherhood of God who loves his children with an immense love. When he was not helped in his need, or when scornful words were directed at him, Francis took refuge in prayer. After this encounter with the Father of all who is in heaven, he didn’t want to ever remember the insults he received. (LegP106; Spec 46).


In practice, this means for us Franciscans that we live honestly and intimately with each other in our religious community. This encounter will make us stronger to go out and serve others outside our community with greater understanding.

3) An Expression of Obedience

Since we are children of God who is our Father, we must be obedient to his commands. The brothers (sisters) are in true obedience and blessed by the Lord when they observe his commands which they promised to obey, that is, the gospel and our form of life.


The brothers (sisters) should not only do no evil among themselves, but through “charity of spirit” serve and obey each other willingly. This is true and holy obedience of our Lord Jesus Christ (Rnb 5:20). In this loving obedience, the brothers (sisters) must put themselves at the service of each other in the “obedience of charity” and in the love for the fraternity. (1 Pet 1:22)


Those in the fraternity who have offices of responsibility must study how to serve each other more for the sake of virtue and holiness of life than for the sake of the office, until provoked by his example, others will obey more out of love than out of fear. (Reg C 4). For the sake of this obedience in the fraternity, St Francis declares that he would be disposed to obey just a novice should he be given to him as his Guardian. “If St Francis had asked, the Lord would have been able to do it. If there were no prelate more fearful to his subjects in all the world as he, he would prefer to adapt himself to all as though he were the lest of all the brothers of the Order. (Leg P 106, Spec 46)

4) An Expression of Poverty

Whoever is poor will seek to work together with others to solve their problems; whoever is rich creates barriers of protection around his riches. Riches divide and set a person apart. Those attracted to riches give their heart to these and no longer love their brothers. The rich man does not give but imposes himself. He doesn’t offer his riches to help his brother in need, but stands over him.


Fraternity is a gift one offers and accepts in poverty of all the sons of God, because whoever is not poor and humble is not capable of offering the gift of himself. Pilgrims and strangers in this world, the poor man places himself with faith at “the table of the Lord,” abandoning himself to the Providence of the Lord and to the work of poor people. The sons of God find themselves together “at the table of the Lord” so as to give and receive love and bread.


St Francis wanted to express brotherhood and the poverty of all the sons of God gathered around the table of their heavenly Father, when, as guest of Cardinal Hugolino, he took bread which he had received as an alms and he distributed a little to each of the knights and chaplains of the Bishop, as a gift from the Lord God. They all received it with great devotion (Leg P 61). At the table of the Lord, the brothers who are able to help their brothers in need are enriched by the brothers whom they help, creating brotherhood and communion: in them there was only one heart and one mind. (Acts 4:32). The sons of God are recognized in the breaking of bread.

5) An Expression of Chastity

It is important that we take a positive view of chastity. Being chaste for Francis did not mean giving up something but rather embracing wholeheartedly a God who was kind enough to become a human being to show his love for his sinner-friends.

“Just as married people have each other to satisfy intimacy needs and to help each other feel “at home”, we have our community. Yet I can’t expect friendship, love and support without also giving them to others. I can’t demand a ready-made, loving community wherever I go without effort on my part. Community does not depend on others any more than it does on me.  Rather than an anonymous group to be blamed for everything wrong, community is, first of all, the persons with whom I presently live and, secondly, the whole group of those with whom I have thrown in my lot.  Our mutual love frees us to put our attention on loving the people and the God we serve. The process begins when I choose to start it.”

6) An Expression of Life

Because one does not choose one’s brothers or sisters, but accepts them, there is no true brotherhood or sisterhood if one does not accept entering into the life of our brother or sister, and if one does not consent to allowing others to enter into ours. Without this communion of life, the brotherhood / sisterhood would only remain like a club where the members have no interest in each other. Franciscan brotherhood or sisterhood is a witness of love which comes from God and which brings us together in God, so that all may be one. This communion already in action amongst the sons of God will be fully realised in the future life.


St Francis very realistically placed the obligation of community life on his brothers basing this on his Gospel intuition: “They have behaved among themselves as the Lord says, as you would have one act towards you, so you must act towards another,” and again, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” (Rnb 4)


To safeguard their community life, the brothers must watch out for pride, vainglory, hatred, avarice, from the cries and worries of this world, from detraction and murmuring (Rb 10). St Clare adds that the Poor Clare Sisters must guard against discord and division. (RSC 10): “The sisters are to gather together to live in “holy unity’. They must have all in common with the purpose of preserving mutual charity and peace. All the responsible offices of the monastery must be elected with the common consent of all the sisters.”


Celano speaks of the life of the first Poor Clare sisters with great admiration: “What dominates among them, above everything, is the virtue of a continual and mutual charity which profoundly unites them so that wanting and not wanting the same things, they form one spirit out of many.”


Speaking of the love that the first brothers had amongst themselves, Celano observes that they were bound to each other like living stones and bound them by charity, they constructed a temple of the Lord. Every time and every place they would chance to meet each other along the road, there is to be a veritable explosion of spiritual love which was the source of true fraternal love.

7) As an Expression of Loyalty

Loyalty and respect are interchangeable. More than being a moral duty, they are the consequence of an approach to life, created in the communion of blood bonds and spiritual bonds. One does not have love for another if one is not loyal one to the other. Loyalty is an expression of respect, and respect is an expression of consideration and esteem. God himself who loves us, respects our freedom and treats us as an equal. He does not impose love for himself on us but he teaches only what love is: Love is union and respect.


St Francis is fully aware that loyalty and respect are essential to love, and he wanted the brothers, even when they travelled about the world, “not to judge anyone; they are not to quarrel with anyone, but must be moderate, peaceful and modest, meek and humble, speaking honestly to all as is fitting.” (Rb 2)


Each one must take on oneself the responsibility for his or her actions, always and wherever, with loyalty and respect: “Blessed is the servant who knows how to love and fear his brother when he is a long way away, as if he were present or close to him, and does not speak behind his back and does not say anything that he could not say charitably to his face.” (Adm 15)


Respect means understanding the other person and should not grow less, not even if he is mistaken. “The brothers must watch themselves not to get angry with or disturbed over the sin of their confreres because anger and disturbance prevent charity in themselves and in others.” (Rb 7). The brother who comes to know about the sin of another brother of his, must not put him to shame, facing him with his sin, but he must have great pity for him because “it is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.” (Lmin 257)


Amongst all the vices, St Francis hated detraction particularly. One day when he heard a brother putting down the good name of another brother, he turned to his vicar, Peter Cataneo, and said, “They incur grave danger to the Order if one does not remedy detractors.” Very quickly, the beautiful perfume of many will change into a disgusting stink if they do not shut up and stop such poison.”


Take courage! Move yourselves! Examine diligently, and if you find a brother is innocent who has been accused, punish the accuser severely and with an exemplary punishment. “I wish,” he used to say, “that you and all the ministers, with all diligence, do not let such an evil spread any more.” (2 Cel 182) Also, with full understanding towards brothers who err, St Francis was well aware that spiritual brotherhood has its own needs of charity, but also of justice.
8) As an Expression of Love for Ecology

The spirit of St Francis reflected on all created things because he saw in them the reflection of God’s love. This transparency allowed him to come close to all things created with the heart of a child, restoring a relationship that he expressed in his Canticle of Joy which is a prelude to freeing us from corruption and sin and death. Because all created things proclaim the glory of God, Francis wanted to sing his love to the Most High all-powerful and good Lord with all his creatures. Cf. The Canticle of the Sun.

How did Francis apply his understanding of Brotherhood to all creation?


We find this expressed in his well-known “Canticle of the Sun (Creatures)”




The Canticle of the Creatures

Most High, all-powerful, good Lord,


Yours are the praises, the glory, and the honour, and all blessing,

To You alone, Most High, do they belong,


And no human is worthy to mention Your name.


Praised be You, my Lord, with all Your creatures,


Especially Sir Brother Sun,


Who is the day and through whom You give us light.

And he is beautiful and radiant with great splendour;


And bears a likeness to You, Most High One.

Praised be you, my Lord, through Sister Moon and the stars


In heaven you formed them clear and precious and beautiful.

Praised by You, my Lord, through Brother Wind,


And through the air, cloudy and serene, and every kind of weather,


Through whom you give sustenance to Your creatures.

Praised be You, my Lord, through Sister Water,


Who is very useful and humble and precious and chaste.

Praised be You, my Lord, through Brother Fire,


Through whom you light the night,


And he is beautiful and playful and robust and strong.

Praised be You, my Lord, through our Sister Mother Earth,


Who sustains and governs us,


And who produces various fruit with coloured flowers and herbs.

Praised be You, my Lord, through those who give pardon for Your love,


And bear infirmity and tribulation.


Blessed are they who endure in peace


For by You, Most High, shall they be crowned.

Praised be You, my Lord, through our Sister Bodily Death,


From whom no one living can escape.


Woe to those who die in mortal sin.


Blessed are those whom death shall find in Your most holy will,


For the second death shall do them no harm.

Praised and bless my Lord and give Him thanks


And serve Him with great humility

Essential for understanding the canticle is Francis’ idea that the Incarnation somehow involved the sanctification of nature. Christ is central to Francis’ view of creation. The Franciscan doctrine on the primacy of Christ is built on this notion (developed by Blessed Duns Scotus). Though there is no explicit mention of Christ in the Canticle, it is there through symbols. The Canticle is entirely penetrated by this mystery of the Incarnation.


This magnificent hymn expresses the mystical vision of the Saint of Assisi and, since it springs from the depths of his soul, provides us with many insights into the profundity of his life of faith in the Triune God, who so deeply enters into creation. In this vision, however, the Little Poor Man does not lose himself in space or in the vastness of the created world. He becomes so intimate and familiar with the wonders of creation that he embraces them as “Brother” and “Sister,” that is, members of one family. More than any other aspect of the Canticle, the unique feature has enhanced the spiritual tradition of Christian spirituality.

Some historical notes: 

The main theologians who formulated Franciscan spirituality were:

St Anthony of Padua (d. 1231) preacher; and Alexander of Hales (d. 1454) a master at Paris – who reflect the seraphic vision, especially in their Christ-centred approach. Alexander was the one who gave Franciscans the beginnings of an appropriate theological system.
St Bonaventure (1221 – 1274), as Minister General, affected the practical life of the Order. He is often called the “Second Founder” of the Order. He composed the most thorough exposition of Franciscan mysticism. He stressed God’s part in man’s journey to God.
John Duns Scotus (d. 1308) gave Franciscan spirituality it theological cornerstone in his doctrine on the absolute primacy of Christ.

Some Discussion Questions to Reflect on:
· How do you understand the “personal intimacy” that St Francis suggests?
· What are some practical ways that we can “serve each other” in community?
· How do Francis and Clare see riches as a barrier to fraternal life?
· What are some ways we could use to build up our Franciscan community?

CHAPTER FOUR
ST CLARE’S APPROACH TO FRANCISCAN SPIRITUALITY

Introduction: Review

We saw  in Unit Three, the story of Clare’s life and her way of life at San Damiano with her sisters. Here, we examine some more ideas about her contemplative life.


It is true to say that Clare was a true disciple of St Francis and that her spirituality was Franciscan, but we can also say that her unique approach which expressed Francis’ spirituality in a different way. We can only speak here briefly of some these characteristics which we shall consider after a quick look at a review of her story.

The Order of Poor Clares was begun with the clothing of Clare in the Portiuncola on the 28th March, 1211.
 But we know that it was already in Francis’ mind shortly after his own conversion, when he was restoring the church of San Damiano. Clare describes this in her Testament in the following words:

“For, almost immediately after his conversion, while as yet he had neither brothers nor companions, when he was building the Church of San Damiano in which he was totally filled with divine consolation, he was led to abandon the world completely. This holy man, in great joy and enlightenment of the Holy Spirit, made a prophecy about us which the Lord fulfilled later. Climbing the wall of that church, he shouted in French to some people who were standing nearby: ‘Come and help me build the monastery of San Damiano, because ladies will dwell here who will glorify our heavenly Father throughout His holy Church by their celebrated and holy manner of life.’”


This was a poor beginning in every sense of the word. Neither Francis nor Clare knew clearly God’s design, but they abandoned themselves to him day by day to discover God’s will in absolute trust. After a brief stay with the Benedictine nuns, Clare began her life at San Damiano with a few sisters which the Lord had given her after her conversion. 


Her life was organized simply according to the form of life given to her by Francis. We know that Francis gave Clare not only a new idea of the Gospel and a new vision of Christ, but also certain norms according to which that small group of inexperienced but fervent pioneers could order their fraternal life properly together. It was a life based on the Gospel they had to invent, recognizing difficult moments in those first years when poverty was close to misery when the world criticized these women who wanted to live in what the world considered so impossible a way. It was precisely through this way of acting, carrying the cross daily, that the quality of these young women was shown. They did not fear poverty, fatigue, tribulation and criticism of the world, but rather they rejoiced at such suffering.


With the number of sisters increasing, Clare saw that it was necessary to make major adjustments to her rule. This was also required by the Fourth Lateran Council. Cardinal Hugolino gave his Rule to San Damiano under the name of the Hugolino Constitutions because the sisters were bound to obey the Benedictine Rule. Even Clare and her sisters had to obey this Rule which was not in line with the ideal of poverty that they had embraced. The difficulties of the battle they had to endure to defend most high poverty was a dominant feature of Clare’s life and which led her to write her own Rule based on the Rule of the Friars Minor of St Francis, and which she had the joy of seeing approved only two days before her death.

The basic elements of this new way of life were expressed in the Bull of approval of the Rule of St Clare
 which speaks of the union of spirits and the most high poverty, as living within the cloister. These are the visible signs of an interior life centred on love of the poor and crucified Christ. Contemplation based on love was central to Clare’s way of life.


The essence of the life of the Poor Ladies was first, and above all else, the love of the person of Christ in response to his love. We are considering here the giving of oneself to Christ…they did not want to possess anything but Christ. Their spirituality can be expressed in this way: 


He, the Son of God who made himself our way and bound personally to Jesus Christ with ardent and passionate love is, therefore, without doubt, the basis in building up Clare and her companions’ religious life.  Their life was to be for the sake of Christ, in view of Christ, being near Christ and totally committed to him.


Clearly, Clare could not be considered without considering Christ. The two are inseparable. In contemplation, Clare is always in the company of Jesus Christ. We saw that, like Francis, the central focus Clare had was on the poverty of the Son of God. This was why she chose total poverty. This self-emptying or “kenosis” of Christ did not hide the action of the Spirit. It was the Spirit working in Clare, who was the source of inspiration and whose activity produced mystical union. 

KEY THEMES IN CLARE’S APPROACH TO FRANCISCAN SPIRITUALITY

We could sum up the key themes in St Clare’s spirituality as the following:

1. Poverty and the Passion of Christ;

2. The Primacy of Love

3. The Incarnation and the Redemption

4. Mirroring Christ in the World

5. Life of Prayer

1. MOST HIGH POVERTY


It was only this loving contemplation and a strong desire to possess the Crucified Christ that gave meaning to Clare’s longing to live a poor life. This is what she passed on to her daughters. Her insistence on the “Privilege of Poverty” was not to be seen as a legal document, but as an element of life, the source of which was her great desire to imitate Christ, with the love of poverty which she had chosen and loved; in fact, she wanted to appear to the world “as a man despised, needy and poor.” (LAg 19)


Clare felt that her Order would be faithful to this poverty if it understood the entire journey of the self-emptying of Christ, not only by depriving themselves of material things, but also by seeing them as the very cause of having an attachment to them. In this way, they could live their vocation in the Church. She entrusted all her sisters – those present and those to come – to the care of holy mother, the Roman Church. The Church was to care for the “little flock” and encourage the sisters to preserve that poverty they had promised God and our holy Father Francis.

The spiritual motive for poverty

Total poverty, the most profound poverty desired by Clare as “their portion of the inheritance” would bring them to the land of the living – to life, communion with the Father and the brothers in the Son. It would bring them to the great household (koinania) of charity and be introduced into the saving mystery of Christ. They would then participate in his self-emptying, die with Christ; and share the same death as the Crucified. They would be made one with his death-life; our self-emptying becomes a mystery of salvation for us and an expansion of charity – for the coming of the Kingdom.


Clare modelled her life on the humanity of Jesus. By gazing upon the image of the crucified Christ, Clare came to identify with his poverty, and this became the foundation for her own practice of poverty. Because Jesus was born poor and naked in the crib and died poor and naked on the cross, the only way Clare knew to imitate him was also to be poor.
 It was genius of Francis that Clare realized that life without anything of one’s own frees us to enter more deeply into the mystery of God and his kingdom. She proclaims in her letter to Agnes of Prague: “O blessed poverty who bestows eternal riches on those who love and embrace her!”

Living Poverty

Poverty must also be material because only the one who strips himself of everything is capable of tasting the unique riches which is Christ, “because when one loves temporal things, one loses the fruit of charity.” (1 L Ag 25) However, poverty must be spiritual, that is, according to the Spirit and through interior self-emptying which is victory over the “old man”, and becomes profound humility towards the most high Giver from whom all things come and before all creatures.


With poverty we could also note Clare’s humility and charity. “In imitating Jesus, Clare particularly stressed imitating the poverty, humility and charity of Jesus. In order to clothe herself in these virtues, Clare meditated on the cross. Clare considered the Crucified Christ as a mirror of the invisible God. By contemplating the crucified Christ and imitating his virtues, Clare sought to become a mirror of Christ.”


Franciscan “stripping oneself” is made concrete in a particular way by obedience by which one renounces one’s own will: “The sisters who are subject, must remember they have renounced their own will for the love of God.”


In Francis’ view, Clare wanted a form of poverty which would distinguish her institution from all others - a state of poverty lived with such fullness so as to constitute in the history of religious life, a peak or resplendent summit which would glow in the Church of the Poor like a lamp and light up the whole house. Clare reminds the People of God that her true fatherland is elsewhere and that she is destined to benefits infinitely more desirable than earthly ones.


In what in this seeking of Most High Poverty that Clare showed herself to be most courageous and strong against the opposition that continued until the time of her death.

Discussion Questions

· What is the ideal of poverty for you in practice today? 
· How would apply your ideal to community life?
· How would you apply it to your personal life?
· How does poverty tie in with humility and charity?
2. THE PRIMACY OF LOVE


“When one loves material things, one loses the fruit of love” (1 L Ag 25). So says Clare and with this she introduces us to the heart of her charism which lives total poverty precisely as an opening to love – the spreading of gratuitous love. Only the one who has nothing to lose because he or she has given up everything, can respond generously to love. He or she can have feelings for Christ, put on Christ (Rom 13:14), give a place to the Spirit who is the Father of the poor and continually give thanks to the Most High God, who is the Most High Heavenly Father.


This great love is for God alone, and brings with it a gift of love towards brothers, on whom the face of Christ is reflected (2 Cor 4:6) and, above all, it reflects on the sisters who share this same marvellous Gospel adventure.

This unique love of Christ which animates the sisters is the primary source of fraternal communion. This unique possession of Christ becomes stronger in tightening the bonds of love. Like the brothers, the poor sisters are a poor and humble people “happy to possess him alone, the Most High and Glorious.


The love that unites the sisters together is a concrete and visible sign of this unity in God. “Love each other in the love of Christ,” (Test C 59); and again, “If a mother loves and nourishes  her child of the flesh, with how much more care should a sister nourish and love her spiritual sister.”       (R Cl)


Fraternal life is the second hinge of the new way of life begun at San Damiano. Love is the first characteristic which Celano highlights. Speaking about the San Damiano community, he says:

“The virtue of mutual and continual charity, that binds their will together, flourishes among them. Forty or fifty of them can dwell together in one place, wanting and not wanting the same things, forming one spirit in them out of many.”


The guide for their daily, simple living together was love. Love ruled the relationship between the abbess and the sisters. The abbess admonished and visited the sisters, corrected them with humility and charity.


Clare says in her Testament:

“Let her also be so kind and available that they may safely reveal their needs, and

confidently have recourse to her at any hour, as they see fit both for themselves and their sisters.” (Test C 65 – 66)

“I want the sisters to obey their mother, as they, of their own will, promised the Lord” so that seeing the charity, humility and the union that they have towards each other, their mother might bear all the burdens of office more easily.” (Test C 69)


Love is expressed more concretely by following the Gospel’s admonition about pardoning (Mt 5:23) which must always nourish the life of the community. On their journey to salvation, our own weakness is a daily experience. Therefore, if anyone should fall through weakness by word or action and become an occasion of disturbance or scandal, the one who caused such trouble, should immediately, before coming before the Lord offering prayer, not only throw herself at the feet of the other seeking pardon, but also in simplicity, ask her to intercede for her before the Lord. “If you don’t forgive from your heart, neither will your heavenly Father forgive you.” she should generously pardon her sister every offence she has committed against her. (R Cl 9:7 – 10)

3. THE INCARNATION AND REDEMPTION

Clare’s spirituality centres on the two central mysteries of the Christian faith: the Incarnation and Redemption. As she considered the birth of Jesus and the way the Virgin Mother enclosed Jesus in her womb, Clare came to the understanding that it is the privilege of each soul to be a dwelling place for God. Thus Mary, the Christ-bearer, became her model. When Pope Alexander IV canonized Clare, he called her “the footprint of the Mother of God” because of her belief that each person should give birth to Christ in the soul and because of her many references to the role of the mother in the Redemption.”












What motivated Clare and her Sisters?

The very foundation on which Clare and her sisters built their life was their intense seeking of a close relationship with God. For anyone enclosed as contemplatives, this is a difficult task. In day to day living of their lives there must be firstly, a deep faith, and a strong longing for spiritual growth. These qualities are not able to be seen and don’t appear to show rewards immediately. It must have been even more difficult for Clare as her reflections in her Testament reveal. We can also gain some insights into her life from her Rule and her letters to Agnes of Prague, and what her sisters had to say about her in the process of Canonization. These are very valuable sources for coming to know Clare, as we have already mentioned earlier.

Although Clare used different forms to express her ideas, as a whole, Clare’s writings show a deep unity of thought. “In her Rule Clare outlines literally what is literally the heart of her ‘Form of Life’, that is, the fundamental evangelical elements about which she was uncompromising. This document clarifies and fully expresses what she meant by ‘to live according to the perfection of the holy Gospel’ (R Cl 6:3).”

4. MIRRORING CHRIST IN THE WORLD


Clare carried the imitation of Jesus to practical terms, urging the Poor Ladies “that they in turn might be a mirror and example to those living in the world” and to each other. Clare exhorted her sisters to live as examples and mirrors of God, especially for those with whom they lived. In this way, the Reign of God is spread. Clare taught that the bond of holiness stretched far beyond her small community, and she served others by showing a way to God.

5. LIFE OF PRAYER

When we look at the rules governing San Damiano during Clare’s life and that which she left to her sisters at her death, we can see immediately that the pace of the convent was governed by a life of prayer becomes evident, especially the Liturgy of the Hours, seven times daily. This meant that their activities revolved around the times of prayer. This undertaking would necessarily have prevented the sisters from taking on large projects or involving them in demanding work. Prayer was the principal activity of the day.  Clare herself frequently prayed the Office of the Passion composed by St Francis; and the Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary. Clearly, prayer was central to their lives and all other duties took a lower place. Prayer shaped their way of thinking, reckoning time and interpreting history. E.g. events were related to certain feasts as points of reference, such as, events in the life of Clare.


Clare, in her humility, tells us very little about her practice of prayer. We must turn to her writings to read between the lines for any clues or insights and, in so doing, her crystal clear life of prayer. The Testament, above all, focuses on the aspect of Clare’s relationship with God. While in her Rule she refers to God as the “Most High Heavenly Father,” in the Testament she speaks more descriptively of the “Father of mercies” and of his mercy, love and grace. Like Francis, she repeats that it is only through the mercy and love of God, not our merits, that good is accomplished. With great conviction, she expresses gratitude for the daily initiative of “the glorious Father of Christ” in bestowing so many gifts upon us. She expresses this when she writes to Agnes of Prague:

“I give thanks to the Giver of grace, from whom we believe, every good and perfect gift proceeds.”

Everything comes from his generosity: the call to following His way, that way which is the Son of God; Francis who gave Clare and her sisters deeper insights into the Way. The God of the Testament, whom Clare recognizes in her poverty as a loving Father, enlightens her heart, places Francis on the path of her life, inspires her to conversion, gives sisters to her, leads her to San Damiano, and makes her community grow.


Note how Clare outlines the events of her life and recognizes the plan of God in them as these events unfold. She sees many reasons to give thanks and praise helping us also to do the same.

Repeatedly we come across Clare encouraging others to focus on the Lord. Her words to Agnes illustrate this:



 “May you totally love him who gave himself totally for your love.”



“Cling to him whose beauty all the blessed hosts of heaven unceasingly 



   admire”



“Look upon him Who became contemptible for you.”


When we read her writings and see this increased awareness of the presence of Christ, we are left with the impression that Clare was a woman passionately in love with Him. She offers very few intellectual or practical formulas for making progress in the life of prayer. It is almost as if Clare consciously wanted to teach her sisters that prayer was simply a matter of falling in love, a process that defies plans, methods or well defined approaches. On the contrary, in light of the numerous reflections on the mystery of Christ in her letters to Agnes, she suggests that the development of a life of prayer comes only through focussing our attention on Him.

From this perspective, then, we can appreciate the simple formula that Clare offers Agnes in her second letter:

“O most noble Queen, gaze upon Him, consider Him, contemplate Him as you desire

to imitate Him”. This is, perhaps, the only insight we have into Clare’s method of prayer. She writes:

“Gaze upon him.

Intuere = focus and pay attention and focus your gaze







on the suffering Christ.

 Contemplate him;

Considera = Consider and try to understand the mystery upon 







which you are reflecting.







Lose yourself in contemplating him.


Clare often uses the image of a mirror. This was popular image for spiritual writers at that time. Think, for example, of the work called The Mirror of Perfection  However, Clare adds significantly to it by developing its Christological and feminine qualities.


“That Mirror suspended on the wood of the cross,” as she refers to Christ, reflected two images: that of the splendour of eternal glory, the transcendent Lord; and that of those creatures who looked upon it. Focussing our gaze upon Christ, therefore, enables us to perceive the Father and, at the same time, to see a reflection of what we are called to be, reflections of His Son.


Clare goes further than suggesting the mirror as an image of Christ; she deliberately offers it as a means of growing in a likeness of Him.


“Gaze upon that mirror each day, O Queen and Spouse of Jesus Christ,” Clare encourages Agnes, “and continually study your face within it, that you may adorn yourself within and without with beautiful robes…” It is a marvellous, down-to-earth piece of feminine advice. Although many had taken a mirror as a starting point of their reflections on the spiritual life, no one had developed it so speculatively and practically as Clare. She give us, therefore, her profound insights into a way of prayer that flows naturally into everyday life. 


Thus, the image of Christ is developed in a marvellously contemplative and feminine way through the concept of the mirror.

 Desire to imitate him.

· She pursued an authentic Gospel poverty and an understanding of the Gospel revelation of the Trinity. This provided a pattern of daily life for her and her sisters. 

· Clare’s focus on poverty (nothing of one’s own) helped her enter more deeply into prayer. (the mystery of God and his Kingdom) But more than simply seeing poverty as a means, or an aid to deepening the life of prayer, Clare sees it flowing naturally from the contemplative gazing upon the mystery of Christ.

· When we look at the writings of Clare, we see how her Testament stands out in revealing her profound love of poverty and her desire to preserve it as the foundation of the life of the Clares. Her Testament focuses on her relationship with God, the “Father of mercies” who accomplishes every good: mercy, love, grace leading to gratitude. 

· The “poor Christ” is the centre of her attention and the primary inspiration for her poverty. She writes to Agnes, “Embrace the poor Christ.” This concept led her to trust in the goodness and generosity of people and linked poverty with fraternity. Growth in one enhances the growth of the other -  “sine proprio” made Clare more sensitive to others. Note the severity of her poverty as expressed in her Rule. Clare repeatedly points to Francis as guiding her and her sisters in understanding the meaning of poverty.

· Clare understood the role of poverty in the life and mission of the Church. She describes her efforts to obtain papal approval for her way of life and the protection, in particular, of the “privilege of poverty.”

Conclusion

As we have seen, Clare’s attention is largely directed to “the Son of God [who] has been made for us the Way” to the Father and, as such, is the primary inspiration of her life. Once again, we see in her Testament, Clare’s awareness that Christ continually teaches us the wonder of the Father’s love, the ways of simplicity, poverty and humility that make us more receptive of that love, and the “incomparable treasure” and “joys of redemption” that flow from it.


In her poverty, Clare came to a greater sensitivity to the workings of the Spirit of the Lord in the unfolding of the Gospel life. The Holy Spirit played a central role in her life. She recognizes this as she repeats the phrase she learnt from St Francis: “the Spirit of the Lord and its holy manner of working” in the lives of the sisters.


To understand San Damiano and its spirituality, one must understand the deep, intense relationship the sisters had with Christ. Their lives were a clear expression of the Gospel of love. The Rule of Hugolino failed in two important aspects of Franciscan life:
i. Gospel poverty;

ii. The Sisters’ dependence on the Friars

Clare struggled for these two goals all her life. We can note about Clare that she was the first woman to write a Rule. After 40 years of living her form of life, she understood her goals more clearly.

The temptation is to interpret Clare’s Rule in the light of Francis’ Rule. Though Clare borrowed ideas from Francis, her expression was innovative in that she began a new form of monastic life for women that had never been experienced before.

It is said that Francis offers us a meditation on the Gospel of John, but Clare offers us a meditation on the theology of the Kingdom in St Matthew, especially on the aspect of poverty.

Review of Part One of Unit Four

Here are some questions to review this section:


Spirituality in General

· What do you think that Franciscan Spirituality is all about?

· How would you explain why there re so many different spiritualities? E.g. Dominican, Ignatian, Cistercian, Franciscan, etc.

     Francis’ Experience of God

· How do you think Francis’ experience of God can help us to live better Franciscan lives?

· How did Francis learn about God?  How did his approach differ from others of his day?


Christocentric Spirituality

· How would you explain the Christ-centred approach of Franciscan Spirituality? What are some aspects of this?

· What three aspects or “symbolic moments” does Franciscan Spirituality dwell on most? Why were these “moments” so precious to Francis and Clare?

· Why do you think the Eucharist plays such a large role in the life of Francis and all Franciscans?


Universal Fatherhood/Brother/Sisterhood

· What do we mean by the terms “Universal Fatherhood of God” and “Universal Brotherhood/Sisterhood of all Creatures”?

· How would one express this brother/sisterhood in one’s daily life today?


Clarian Spirituality

· What are the key themes in Clare’s approach to Franciscan spirituality? Explain each of these.
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“I love you just as the Father loves me;


remain in my love.


If you obey my commands,


You will remain in my love,


Just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands


And remain in his love.     John 15:9 – 10 
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