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The opening words of the Rule of Saint Francis define the project that is undertaken by all Franciscans which is to follow the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. The greatest commandment in the Gospel has two parts, which consist of loving God with all our heart and mind and loving our neighbour. Consequently, Franciscans are occupied both in the pursuit of union with God and outreach towards their fellowmen. While we look back in history to Saint Francis to gain inspiration in achieving such goals, we are required to apply this inspiration to situations in the society in which we presently live. Indeed, the Way of Life which Saint Francis left to us is much more a dynamic call than a canonical text through which we seek to learn the thought pattern of Francis and the attitude with which he approached situations, so that we can live by the same values today as he did hundreds of years ago. This process, which started from the time the original group of followers of Saint Francis began to grow in numbers, will always involve some degree of interpretation as circumstances change. We possess a number of the writings of Saint Francis that include norms, admonitions, letters and prayers, which give us some insight into his personal attitudes. The most important of these is perhaps his Testament in which he recalls his conversion and the circumstances that influenced his own life and that of the original band who gathered around him. We also have early biographies that produce their own unique recollections of events and interpretation and which, in a general way, are derived from two sources, namely, the recollections of “those who were with him” and their understanding of his intentions, and sources that were commissioned by the Pope on the occasion of the Saint’s canonisation, such as Celano’s Life, The Remembrance of the Desire of a Soul, which was commissioned by the Minister General, Crescentius of Jesi, and completed shortly before the General Chapter that was held at Lyons in 1247, and  The Major Legend by Saint Bonaventure, which was commissioned by the General Chapter that was held at Narbonne in 1260. Although this work was presented to the General Chapter in Pisa in 1263, it was not until the Brothers gathered at the General Chapter in Paris in 1266 that a decision was made to establish the Major Legend as the definitive biography of Saint Francis to the exclusion of all others. All of these biographies draw a picture of Francis and his mission according to the way they thought that “Franciscan spirituality” could best be applied in contemporary circumstances. 
In addition to these sources, we also have documents and testimonies that originated outside the Order, such as papal documents and other chronicles that inform us about the impression that Franciscans made on others. The task of contextualising Francis and his message is carried on right up to our own times as scholars struggle to discern how the intuition of Saint Francis can enlighten our own journey. 
While not wanting to ignore the contemplative aspects of the Franciscan heritage, the present study will confine itself to an evaluation of the way in which Saint Francis related to the changing society in which he lived, to help us form a Franciscan perspective concerning social action today. To do this, we will firstly give a sketch of the society in which Saint Francis lived and then look at what Saint Francis said in his Testament, in order to access how the Saint thought personally and in order to address contemporary problems from the point of view of Saint Francis.
The century that preceded the birth of Saint Francis saw great changes in the social, political and religious situation in Europe. In 1066 William the Conqueror, the Frenchman from Normandy, defeated Harold at the Battle of Hastings and ended Anglo-Saxon control of England. The Norman conquest of Sicily brought Greek and Arab influence into Europe. The Crusades to the East and in Spain to the south involved troop movements across the European continent. Towards the end of the eleventh century, Emperor Henry VI and Pope Gregory VII clashed over their concept of power, with the Pope trying to wrest the Church from secular control. During this period, before the ravages of the Black Death, the population of Europe increased threefold and cities grew and took on a new importance. Trade increased around the Mediterranean and across the Alps, creating new centres of wealth where paper credit was developed. The “aristocracy” operated on the basis of the principle of might in the service of right with the knight as its consecrated champion. On the other hand, cities received charters that allowed their propertied burgers to direct the fortunes of the city, where those without property remained marginalised.
While these struggles were in progress, religious life and spirituality still developed within the Church. Peter the Venerable and Bernard, Abbot of Clairvaux, are outstanding examples of those who reformed monastic life. But what is more significant for our present purpose is the development of lay spiritual groups in which men and women abandoned their possessions after the example of the Apostles and travelled throughout the countryside preaching the Good News. It was not long before such groups came into conflict with the Church over their authority to preach as well as the orthodoxy of their preaching. The tension eased somewhat with Innocent III who was more sympathetic towards such groups and eventually approved the Rule of Saint Francis and the Order of Saint Dominic.

The major change that took place in society between the twelfth and the thirteenth centuries was that a person was no longer obliged to obey a person such as a lord, but to become part of a commune or town. A person was no longer a servant but a citizen. The seat of powers moved from the manor to the body corporate. The process was slow and sometimes painful. The first Franciscan group was a fraternity of equals where relationships were horizontal more than vertical. The situation is even more obvious if we consider the women who lived with Clare who came from all classes of society and also from Perugia. In the internal social tension within Assisi, Francis and Clare came from opposing factions, Francis being part of the emerging business class and Clare the daughter of a noble family. During the uprising of the new breed against the old establishment families, such families as that of Clare sought consolation and support from people who lived in Perugia in spite of the rivalry between the two towns.

The Assisi into which Francis was born in 1181 had changed profoundly during the century which led up the birth of young Bernardone. Because it was the forward point of the duchy of Spoleto, Frederick Barbarossa granted Assisi special autonomy in a document dated 21st November 1160. However, Assisi did not rest easy under German control and in the spring of 1189 the people of Assisi occupied and destroyed the fortress on the Rocca which was a symbol of imperial power. The following year, civil war broke out in Assisi between the “nobles’ and the “people” followed by the establishment of the commune. Perugia, instead, was under Papal control, and while Assisi may have had no special affection towards the German Emperor, it did not want to be subjected to Perugia. It is possible that little Fredrick Roger, son of Henry VI and Constance lived in Assisi at the same time as the young Francis. At first, Innocent III tried unsuccessfully to bring Assisi under papal control. Out of concern for anarchy in southern Italy, Innocent III raised “mercenary” forces, one of which was led by Count Gentile. Francis, who came from the ranks of the “people”, joined up to win glory as a cavalryman, but subsequently he thought better of it and returned home. However, when Perugia intervened in differences between the “nobles’ and the “people” of Assisi, Francis was captured during fighting at Collestrada. Although the feudal lords were still the landowners, the merchant class was gathering economic importance. This brought about important changes for the poor. Whereas once they could survive off the land outside the city in hard times, as the centre of power and wealth changed, poor people outside the town became desperate. This in turn led to a stereotype according to which those outside the city in fact were marginalised and, indeed, the objects of suspicion. This kind of thinking is very important in Franciscan sources where brothers withdrew to locations outside the city and only came in to beg. The new class of “citizens” or those inside the walls were acknowledged as such because they owned property such as a dwelling.  All others were destitute.

Social and political changes at the time of Saint Francis were running parallel to religious changes. Political power was passing into the hands of the state which in turned derived its power from its citizens. At the same time religious initiatives were beginning to come not only from the clergy and monks but from movements of the laity who did not live in cloisters but in their own houses.

How did this impact on Saint Francis and influence the choices that he made regarding the direction of his life? It is evident that Saint Francis, Saint Clare and their early companions broke away from one lifestyle to embrace another. As a young man, Saint Francis was financially quite comfortable. He had been most generous with the other young men with whom he enjoyed life. He had sufficient means to equip himself to go to war. He was the son of a merchant and a member of a social set that was becoming more powerful. His father and his brother publicly protested about his choice of an alternate lifestyle.  Saint Clare was the daughter of a noble family. Her parents objected to the choice that she made and were even more dramatic in their response to her sister following her. Francis and Clare came from opposite sides of the parties to the civil war in Assisi. Many of their early followers who also came from Assisi also substantially changed their standard of living. The question is whether we should interpret this as a protest against the socio-economic system of Assisi or was their motivation more spiritual than that?

Contextualising the vocation of Saint Francis within the social and economic conditions of Assisi certainly helps towards understanding it more fully. The most authentic witness to what was going through the mind of Saint Francis when he decided to change his way of life is what he said about the subject himself in his Testament.
The Lord gave me, Brother Francis, thus to begin doing penance in this way: for when I was in sin, it seemed to me too bitter a thing for me to see lepers. And the Lord Himself led me among them and I showed mercy to them. And when I left them, what had seemed bitter to me was turned into sweetness of soul and body. And afterwards I delayed a little and left the world. (FA:ED I, p. 124).


There is no mention of economics in this statement. There is no plan about doing something for these unfortunate people. What is contained is an assertion that Francis had stepped out of his comfort zone and embraced the condition of someone who has been banished from the city to live outside its walls and stripped of the rights of citizenship. Because he had shared with them who they actually were, Francis says that his former feelings of revulsion changed into sweetness. For Francis, this experience made him feel the way that he thought Christ must have felt when He left His comfort zone to come to His own who received Him not. Later in the same document, Saint Francis will quote 1 Peter 2:11 to describe those who followed him in choosing his way of life as pilgrims and strangers or guests. As far as Francis was concerned, this is how a person follows in the footsteps of Christ. This emotional poverty and solidarity with those who are emotionally lonely is the deepest meaning of poverty before any consideration is given to economics or intervention on behalf of others. Two important consequences follow from this: one is that they will be motivated in their social work by a motivation that is similar to the motivation from which Christ died for us; and secondly, material poverty will become an effective means of fostering and maintaining imitation of Christ’s motives and achieving solidarity with those living on the margins, just as the Incarnation has brought Christ to live among us. Francis was not a philosopher proposing an ideal. He was a saint living the ideal. He describes his conversion as a change in his values and the acceptance of the logic of the cross. His choice was so radical that his family and the city from which he came thought that he had gone mad.

Such an interpretation of following Christ had not been seen before. Monks took a personal vow of poverty but lived in the security of a monastery and gave generously to the poor around them. Looking back over his life as he wrote his Testament, Saint Francis acknowledged how unique his way of life had been, when he said:
And after the Lord gave me some brothers, no one showed me what I had to do, but the Most High Himself revealed to me that I should live according to the pattern of the Holy Gospel (FA:ED I p. 125).


People around Francis did not understand what he was doing. Even Francis himself took time to come to terms with all its implications, as is well illustrated by a charming story found in the Legend of the Three Companions, about what happened when Francis was working on the restoration of San Damiano in the early days following his conversion.
While he was working steadily at restoring the church, he wanted to have a lamp burning continually in the church, so he went through the city begging oil. But when he was approaching a certain house, he saw a group of men gathered for a game. Ashamed to beg in front of them, he backed away. Mulling it over, he accused himself of having sinned.  Hurrying back to the place where they were playing, he told everyone standing around his fault that he was ashamed to beg because of them. And, in fervour of spirit, he entered that house and, for the love of God, begged in French for oil for the lamps of that church (L3S 24, FA:ED II, p. 83).

The story is even more charming when we recall that it is part of recollections that came from witnesses who lived in Assisi and shows how Francis only came to terms with his vocation slowly. Accounts in the official biographies would have him a fully fledged saint from the beginning.


Saint Francis did not advocate begging as a substitute from work. We read in his Testament:

And I worked with my hands and I still desire to work: and I earnestly desire that all my brothers give themselves to honest work. Let those who do not know how to work learn, not from desire to receive wages, but for example and to avoid idleness. And when we are not paid for our work, let us have recourse to the table of the Lord, begging alms from door to door (FA:ED I, pp. 125-6).

For Francis, work was essential. In the Earlier Rule he says that a brother who does not work should not eat. The primary motive for working is to set a good example. However it also achieves a disciplinary objective of preventing idleness. Finally, the brothers are to work not only for their own support but also for that of those who are sick.


Two other stipulations were made concerning work. As their numbers grew and their good name spread, there was the chance that brothers would be offered positions of trust. Francis forbade them to take executive positions lest they forget that they were pilgrims and strangers. Secondly, they were not allowed to accept money, except to care for the sick, even when it was offered as alms, unless that was for the lepers. Francis laid this down as a precaution against avarice and against financial transactions that are the business of those who are well off rather than of those living on the margin. 
Saint Francis was not only cautious about trading with money but also about owning property and buildings. All property owners within the walls of the town were recognised as citizens. Those who lived outside the town or who did not own property lived a precarious existence without rights.

However, was it possible to exist without accommodation, especially as the number of brothers increased? Once again, we come across a charming story about St Mary of the Angels told by brothers who were in Assisi with Francis.
 Seeing that the Lord willed to increase the number of the brothers, blessed Francis told them, “My dearest brothers and sons, I see that the Lord wants us to increase. Therefore, it seems good and religious to me to obtain from the bishop, or the canons of San Rufino, or from the abbot of the monastery of Saint Benedict, some small and poor little church where the brothers can say their Hours, and only have next to it a small and poor little house built of mud and branches where they can sleep and care for their needs. (CA 56, FA:ED II p. 154).

The Benedictine abbot eventually gave the Portiuncula to the brothers for their use. However Francis insisted in paying an annual rent so there would be no question of ownership which might imply that he had become a citizen rather than an outcast.
He did this as a sign of greater humility and poverty, so that the brothers would not have any place of their own, and would not remain in any place that was not owned by others, and thus they in no way had the power to sell it or give it away. (CA 56 FA:ED II p. 155).

The passage claims that at the time of his death Saint Francis instructed the brothers about maintaining this place as a site of prayer and penance even through fervour would wain and as a suitable (honestus) residence where they could rest and attend to their needs and a spot to bury their dead. Raoul Manselli considers these instructions to be one of the Testaments of Saint Francis. (See my translation of Raoul Maselli, From the Testament to the Testaments of Saint Francis, GR 2 (1988): 91-99). (Cf Nos pp. 94-105).

There is another story which is told by a sick brother who was there at the time, concerning how Francis began to demolish a house in Bologna which he heard belonged to the brothers. We read in the Mirror of Perfection:

 A brother who was sick, and was thrown out of that house, writes this and bears witness to it (1MP (Sab) 6, FA:ED III p. 260).
Note the resentment in the account as it is related by the brother concerned. Such resentment is missing from 2C 38, an account that is more factual than affectionate, where Celano cites Jn 21:24.The private biographies retain emotion which is sometimes  lost in the official biographies. The incident is not in AC or 2MP (Nos p. 229-10).

We have traced how the vocation of Saint Francis was a spiritual call to follow in the footsteps of Christ. However, as the consequences of his choice became clearer, he dealt with them in terms of the society in which he lived. The lesson for us is that while we share the inspiration of Saint Francis we must apply the consequences in terms of our own society.

Saint Francis inspires us to resolve that, prior to any social or economic assistance we give to those on the margin of society, we empty ourselves like Christ to share their precarious position. It is in following on the footsteps of Christ that charity becomes actually real. We do not criticise philanthropists whose work for their neighbour is admirable. However, we look towards Christ as our motive and model in reaching out to others. There is no doubt that the way Saint Francis went about following the Gospel was radical and counter-cultural. However, what is instructive is the manner in which he went about this and what motivated him to do so.

One extraordinary characteristic of the approach that Francis adopted was that it was aimed more at reconciliation than at confrontation. This is evident in the code of conduct that Saint Francis laid down for his brothers in chapter nine of the Earlier Rule.
Let the brothers be careful not to slander or engage in disputes; let them strive, instead, to keep silence whenever God gives them the grace. Let them not quarrel among themselves or with others but strive to respond humbly, saying: I am a useless servant. Let them not become angry because whoever is angry with his brother is liable to judgement: whoever says to his brother “fool” shall be answerable to the Council: whoever says “fool” will be liable to fiery Gehenna. (ER XI, 1-4 FA:ED I, p. 72)

Let them revile no one. Let them not grumble or detract from others, for it is written: Gossips and detractors are detestable to God. Let them be modest by showing graciousness towards everyone. Let them not judge or condemn. As the Lord says, let them not consider the least sins of others; instead let them reflect more upon their own sins in the bitterness of their own soul. (ER XI, 7-12, FA:ED I, p. 72).

What Saint Francis is advocating is a non-violent revolution which is based upon love and achieved in the context of love rather than of an uprising. Francis is not speaking in terms of an abstract ideal of justice and peace, but in terms of concrete behaviour.

The second characteristic of the Franciscan approach to following the Gospel which is a consequence of reconciliation rather than of confrontation is fraternity. If we are to preach reconciliation credibly, we must be fraternal among ourselves. Saint Francis was only too well aware that there are factions in groups that are dedicated to good works. They were present in the Churches of the Apostles. Francis himself had resigned as canonical head of the Order because of factions within the brothers. In his Testament, he refers to two kinds of brothers those “whom the Lord gave me’ (v. 14) and “those who came” (v. 16, FA:ED I, p. 125). He wished that the title of members of his Order be “brother”. In the Earlier Rule, chapter four deals with the Ministers and the other brothers and how they are related, chapter 5 with the correction of brothers at fault, and chapter six with recourse of the brothers to the Minister. Chapter eleven, which we have just quoted, is quite specific in its detail. Chapter seven gives the following directives:
Whoever comes to them, friend or foe, thief or robber, let him be received with kindness.

Wherever the brothers may be and in whatever place they should meet, they should respect one another spiritually and attentively, and honour one another without complaining (ER 7, 14-15, FA:ED I, p. 69).


The Franciscan ventures out into a world in which he is swimming against the tide, but his objective is not so much to confront as to reconcile. We may well ask whether this is productive or simply a pipe dream. If we ask this question, let us all remember that Saint Francis was one of the few Christians not only to meet the Sultan, but also to win his respect and be given safe conduct back to the Christian lines.

Fraternity is effective not only when reaching out to others but also in as much as it strengthens us personally in times of temptation and is a safeguard against abuses. It is an antidote to the impersonal, technocratic, heartless and menacing society in which we live in so far as it provides an oasis where an emphasis on freedom, personality and human bonds provides an atmosphere of hope.


Such a vision is possible only if God holds centre stage in our thoughts. If we do not see God as the universal Father we will not be able to love what we find to be unlovable or to go much beyond protesting against economic inequality and social injustice. The temptation to regard God as irrelevant is at the heart of so much modern thinking. As scientists delve into the world of the gene, some of them believe that once we can manipulate the gene, science will no longer be defined as the observation of the workings of  nature but will assume the divine mantle of dictating how nature works. No wonder that the incidence of depression is on the increase if we are heading towards a world where the laboratory has replaced human relationships. There may never have been an age when the world stood so much in need of the Franciscan ethos of reconciliation and mutual respect. Like Francis, let us move outside our comfort zone to meet the leper and pray that what before seemed bitter will be changed into sweetness of soul and body.
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