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The “Mission Statement” of the Franciscan family is set out in the opening words of the Franciscan Rule for the First Order: “The Rule and Life of the Lesser Brothers is this: to observe the Holy Gospel of Our Lord Jesus Christ by living in obedience, without anything of one’s own, and in chastity” (FA:ED I, p.100).   Francis set out the details and consequences of this for “the penitents from Assisi” in the Rule which he submitted for Papal approval and which he summarised at the end of his life in his Testament. For Francis, neither of these documents was primarily a legal code but rather an “exhortation” to strive for the fullness of love, and an “admonition” that anything less would not do. Although there is no manuscript evidence for this, Saint Clare tells us in her Rule that Saint Francis wrote a “Way of Life” for the Poor Ladies of San Damiano. There is overwhelming evidence that large numbers of people “who lived in their own homes” were attracted to the manner in which Saint Francis and his brothers interpreted living the Gospel in practice. However, we do not have a document that Francis wrote that advises them how to do this in the context of their own lives.

When Saint Francis appeared in history, there were numerous groups of lay folk who were taking the following of the Gospel very seriously. Indeed, what historians subsequently called the Order of Penance has roots reaching back into the early Church. The hierarchical Church viewed some of these groups with a degree of caution because some people had gone off in doctrinal tangents. However in 1289, about three decades after the death of Saint Francis, Nicholas IV, the first Franciscan Pope, recognised the Third Order of St. Francis in an official way by approving the “Memoriale Propositi” in a more juridical form. (Supra Montem, August 18th). Since 1976, the earlier edition of The Exhortation of Saint Francis to the Brothers and Sisters of Penance (1210-1215) has served as the preface to the Rule of the Secular Franciscan Order which was approved by Pope Paul VI on 4 October 1978.
The Relationship between Francis and His Brothers and the Laity


The Exhortation of Saint Francis to the Brothers and Sisters of Penance has come down to us in two versions, a shorter version, which forms the Prologue to the SFO Rule, and is found in only one manuscript, and a longer version which concludes with the story of the rich man on his death bed. Both versions are profound in their use of Scripture and their insistence on the reception of the Sacraments of Reconciliation and Eucharist. However, leaving these biblical and sacramental aspects aside for the moment, I wish to consider the human and social contexts out of which these documents grew.

When the first followers of Saint Francis wandered off into the towns, the citizens immediately recognised them as being different. Indeed, they stood out as being remarkably odd. The Legend of the Three Companions (1241-1247) gives a report on the reaction of the townspeople: “Those who saw them, however, were greatly amazed that they differed from all others by their habit and life and seemed almost like wild men. In fact, whenever they entered especially a city, estate, town or home, they announced peace, encouraging everyone to fear and love the Creator of heaven and earth and to observe the commandments” (L3S 37 FA:ED II, p.90).


This passage turns up a number of interesting facts. It gives a description of the normal social environment in which the early brothers moved about. Some places were cities, others strongholds (castellum which our translation calls “estates”) of the local land holding aristocracy, which had still not been completely replaced by businessmen or merchants as the pillars of society. Others were towns, no doubt often stop-over places along the expanding commercial routes between cities. Others were homes, where the brothers sought temporary shelter or begged for food. To the average person who lived in these places, the brothers seemed to be different both in the way that they dressed and how they conducted their lives. The passage labels or categorises these men as being “men who live in the woods” (silvestres, bushrangers). In the social context with which we are dealing, these would be the equivalent to outcasts, or men on the run who hid in the woods outside the town to avoid being caught and perhaps punished. Perhaps what is even more surprising is what these fugitives from society talk about. The narrator says that they talk about three things: peace, the fear and love of the Creator of heaven and earth and the observance of the Commandments. Even today, we would get a shock if we turned on the TV news or opened the morning paper and found items dealing with peace rather than controversy. Speaking about peace is so uncommon that it is remarkable. Besides this, they spoke of mysticism and ethics or, as the narrator puts it, the fear and love of the Creator of heaven and earth and the observance of the Commandments.


How did the general public react to them? The passage continues:

“Some people listened to them willingly; others, on the other hand, mocked them; and many tried them out with questions by saying to them: “Where do you come from?” Others wanted to know which one was their Order. Although it was tiring answering so many questions, they responded simply that they were penitents originally from Assisi. At that time their religion was not yet an order” (L3S 37, FA:ED II p.90).

“In fact, many judged them impostors (fake) or fools, and were unwilling to receive them into their homes lest, as thieves, they might slyly take their belongings. Therefore, in many places, after they had suffered a number of insults, they sought lodging in the porticos of churches and homes” (L3S 38 FA:ED II p.90).


Today we would say that they lived on the street. They are not living in caves or in huts constructed of branches as Francis and the early brothers at the Portiuncola did. They have now moved into towns and are living on the streets. To illustrate what he has been saying, the narrator gives us the charming story of two of them in Florence who begged from house to house but could find no lodgings. When they came to a house with a veranda and an oven, they decided to stay there. The lady of the house refused them entry into her home but allowed them to sleep near the oven. The lady’s husband considered them to be scoundrels and thieves, and was opposed to giving them any kind of shelter although the weather was bitterly cold. In the morning, the brothers went to the local church as did the lady of the house who, when she saw them there, had second thoughts about what kind of men they were. While she was watching them, a man called Guido approached them and offered them money, which they did not accept. Guido asked them why they had not accepted the money. The story continues:


Brother Bernard answered: “While it is true that we are poor, poverty is not burdensome for us as it is for other poor people. For, by the grace of God, we have willingly made ourselves poor. It is His counsel we fulfilled.” Astonished at these things and asking if they had ever possessed anything, he heard from them that they had indeed possessed much. For the love of God, though, they had given everything to the poor. The one who answered in this way was Brother Bernard, the first disciple of blessed Francis, whom today we truly believe to be a most holy father. He was the first to run after the holy one of God, embracing the declaration of peace and penance. Selling everything he possessed and giving to the poor, according to the counsel of the Gospel perfection, he persevered to the end in most holy poverty (L3S 39, FA:ED II p.91).

The Context in which Lay People “Follow the Gospel” as Set Out In the Exhortation.


The lay people who encountered the Brothers realised that the Brothers were different in at least two ways: their way of life was different and so too was their method of preaching. The kind of poverty that Bernard spoke about in the quote above would be sinful to a person who had to support a family, and the way they passed on the message of the Gospel, as exemplified in The Exhortation was quite different to the highly sophisticated language of the preaching in the pulpits of monasteries and cathedrals.

Francis takes his message from the Gospel but makes sure that he casts it in images taken from the human relationships that are familiar to lay people. The majority of lay people are called to live in the context of a family, and the examples of virtue singled out by Francis in this writing are family relationships. The first virtue mentioned is love. The document begins: “All those who love the Lord with their whole heart, with their whole soul and mind, with their whole strength, and love their neighbours as themselves.” Francis is not suggesting that, in order to love the Lord fully, a person has to run away to a hermitage. He is suggesting that the challenge for the majority of lay people is to love God completely while living in the context of a human family. The lyrics for this melody had already been written in the Gospel according to Mark where the Scribe asked Jesus “Which is the first commandment?” Jesus replied “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind and with all your strength” (Mk 12:30). It is the specific mission of the majority of lay people to demonstrate to the world, to angels and to men, how authentically to love one another without prejudicing total love of God. A Franciscan Brother cannot do this. The Secular Franciscan who lives in an authentic network of love is an outstanding example to us all of how this does not prejudice loving God with the whole heart.

Francis then spells out what the consequences of such authentic loving will be. “The Spirit of the Lord will rest upon them and make Its home and dwelling place among them.” (Is 11:2, Jn 14:23). Here Francis uses the image of “home”. Home is where the heart is. It goes with us throughout life. The older I become, the wiser my father has become, because his words reach out from the grave to guide me. Those who have not known a home have suffered a deep loss indeed! Even the Prodigal Son came home because he knew that even his father’s servants were better off than he was with all he thought would have made him happy. Home is the family centre. It is from the home that the majority of Secular Franciscans reach out to the rest of the world. The Franciscan religious lives in a religious house which is not a “home”. His companions are not his blood. The head of the house is not his mother or father and its occupants are not his brothers or sisters. The network and hierarchy of relationships is very different from that of a human family. Secular Franciscans and Franciscan Religious have unique and quite different vocations. In this Exhortation Francis is speaking to family people and not to religious and he is speaking in the language of the family.

Francis is talking about an inter-personal relationship, which is familiar territory for families. He goes on to speak about spouses, siblings and mothers, and decodes these symbols in terms of a relationship with God. Spouses are joined by a celebrant in a faithful relationship to each other. Francis says the faithful are spouses when the Holy Spirit joins them to Christ. Siblings obey their father, and Francis says that the faithful are brothers when they do the will of the Father who is in heaven. Mothers conceive and bring forth children, and Francis says that the faithful are mothers when the carry Christ in their hearts and give Him to others through the example of the way that they live.


Francis and his brothers, who spoke in the market places and not from church pulpits, spoke the language of the people and attracted the lay faithful. Bonaventure also spoke of a relationship of union with God, but he used the terms of Platonic philosophy according to which this journey of ever increasing union was likened to a movement out from the Almighty and back to Him. Francis speaks about inter-personal union using the terms “home”, “spouse”, “sibling” and “mother”.


At the time of Francis, there were hundreds of lay spiritual groups who were seeking something that the clergy was not offering. Some of these groups went off into heresy, but others like the Penitents found what they were looking for when the Gospel message was preached in their own language. Some of these people responded individually, but others gathered together in group or fraternities, although continuing to live in their own homes. 


These people would not have been able to understand the Gospel if it had been preached to them in theological language nor would they have been able to follow the kind of life which the brothers of the First Order lived. They wanted to follow the Gospel but had to devise a life style that was practical for the environment in which they lived. They had begun to do this by themselves but drew encouragement and inspiration from the wandering Franciscan preachers. The preachers to whom they listened did not kill the lay initiative but gave it inspiration.

The Longer Version of the Exhortation


The longer version of The Exhortation gives us a perfect example of how a lay person observes poverty in a very different way from that of religious. Before concluding, the text returns to a description of a typical deathbed scene of an average man who has not administered his goods well because he has fallen under the influence of the suggestions and demands of those closest to him. Here again the situation described pertains directly to lay people rather than to friars or religious. The story proclaims the same moral as was proclaimed in the short version of the Exhortation but is much more graphic in its detail and drama. In the text it is the sequel to a description of those who do not do penance which makes the same points as were made in the short version.


The man’s body becomes weak and we can almost hear respiration becoming shallower. The family gathers and urges the man to put his affairs in order. Quite clearly they are not concerned with his spiritual affairs but urging him to draw up a will in their favour. This is a most dramatic way to describe the cunning of Satan and the lure of temptation. The tempters are camouflaged as friends and as someone who cares. He who dipped his hand in the dish with me has become my traitor. The text makes the shameful statement that his wife and children pretend to cry. The next two lines are charged with the deepest emotion.

Glancing about, he sees them weeping and is moved by evil impulse. He says, thinking to himself, “See, I place my soul and body, all that I have in your hands.”


To me, this is one of the best descriptions of temptation in sacred literature. We do not choose evil because it is evil. It presents itself dressed in fine clothing. We are deceived into thinking that we are choosing something advantageous. The family situation here shows the desperation of heart in every serious temptation.


The next step in the narrative is particularly diabolical. Once the relatives have got what they wanted and caused the man to sin they send for a priest. When the priest arrives his hands are tied by what the man says in Confession. As brain death gradually takes over the man loses the faculty of speech. The moral of the story is stated in an almost literal quote from the shorter version, with the devil snatching the soul with one very theatrical detail, stating that as the worms eat his body and his soul goes to hel, he has lost both body and soul.


Both versions of the Exhortation address people who have the right to own things and the right to exercise power because of the position they hold. There is no question that they should surrender these rights. What they are asked to do is to administer them according to God’s plan. It is in this context that every Secular Franciscan is called upon to live according to the pattern of the Gospel. Diocesan bishops or priests who belong to the Secular Franciscan Order have not taken a vow of poverty and, obviously, neither have lay people. Lay people are called to administer the goods and the position that God has given them on trust according to God’s plan.


Today, Secular Franciscans have to take the initiative in demonstrating to the world, to angels and to men, how the Franciscan style of following the Gospel can be authentically lived out in a lay context. They have to teach us all how the Holy Spirit can be at home in their home and what is the spiritual wealth in being a “spouse”, a “sibling” and a “mother”.

A Richer Vision of God

The Universal Church is indebted to lay people who live out the ideal presented in The Exhortation of Saint Francis to the Brothers and Sisters of Penance, since they have been charged with giving us a new vision of God. Because of the way that they live, others come to realise:

O how glorious it is to have a holy and great Father in heaven! O how holy, consoling to have such a beautiful and wonderful Spouse! O how holy and loving, gratifying, humbling, peace-giving, sweet, worthy of love and above all things, desirable: to have such a Brother and such a Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, Who laid down his life for His sheep and prayed to the Father, saying: Holy Father, in your name, save those whom you have given me in the world, they were yours and you gave them to me (cf. FA:ED I, p.49).
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