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There is no doubt that the virtue of poverty has been associated with Saint Francis and his followers as being a basic element of their spirituality. However, we may well ask what is the meaning of the virtue of poverty for Secular Franciscans who live in their own homes in the working world? The present article aims to make some practical suggestions which may go at least some way towards answering this question.


History shows that debates over the observance of poverty have bitterly divided the Franciscan movement across the centuries. This has often been the case within religious congregations within the Franciscan family when the focus was placed on legal interpretations concerning material poverty. Such controversies have obscured the beauty of what Saint Francis called “Lady Poverty” and the centrality of self-emptying which ought to characterise every follower of Christ. With this in mind, I would like to consider The Sacred Exchange Between Saint Francis and Lady Poverty as a statement made by a Franciscan Brother after the death of Saint Francis regarding the meaning and practice of poverty.

The Sacred Exchange
Some years ago (1995) the document was circulated among Secular Franciscans in Oceania in a small paperback edition of a modern translation by Father Campion Murray O.F.M., complete with discussion questions for use by local fraternities at their meetings or formation sessions. The Sacred Exchange is charming and easy to read. It is poetry, passionate, and follows the Biblical account of the history of salvation from Adam to Christ. It captures the imagination and fires the heart. It narrates the obsessive stalking of Lady Poverty, who lives on top of a high mountain, by Saint Francis and his companions, in a literary form that is reminiscent of Dante’s journey through Hell, Purgatory and Heaven.
The very title is interesting. Father Campion and I used the Latin Sacrum Commercium on the cover, although Father Campion later translated commercium as agreement. The meaning of the Latin term has a fascinating development. Originally it signified an economic exchange of goods. No doubt this is what inspired its association with a treatise on the virtue of poverty. Modern Italian, French, Spanish and German translations prefer to use alliance which seems to signify the interpersonal relationship between the parties doing business. The author of the work that we are considering obviously meant it to imply a sacred or spiritual transaction or, better still, relationship.
Scholars are also divided over its authorship and the date of its composition. These divisions do not only have academic implications but seriously change the way we understand what is being said. Any document needs to be read in its context if we wish to grasp its meaning.

Some date its composition at 1227, and they include Eduardo d’Alençon (1899-80), and Sabatier (1904). But the Quaracchi brothers (1929) and Esser (1964) see it as a reflection of the tensions over the legal interpretation of the observance of poverty that were beginning to develop even before Francis died. However, the debates had not yet become as violent as they would become following the issuing of Gregory IX’s Quo elongati in 1230. Auspicius van Corstanje (1964) sees the work as an allegory depicting the relationship between God and his chosen people, who, of course, are the Friars Minor. Desbonnets (1968) breaks with this and says that the author is unknown and the work dates from the second quarter of the thirteenth century, which places it after the declaration on the observance of poverty which some regarded as a lax betrayal of the Franciscan ideal. If this is so, the work is then a protest against what is perceived as lax, and a plea to return to the original ideal. Michael Cusato thinks that Caesar of Speyer is the author and the work was written between 1235 and 1238 and is a stinging rebuttal of Quo elongati which the author regarded as a betrayal of the original notion of poverty. He says that the Sacrum Commercium presents a positive image of Poverty which far from being an ascetical stripping of material possessions is an exhortation to use the goods of creation as they were originally intended and to use only what is necessary as did the Christ of history.

Thus, scholars are divided between those who look upon the work as an exhortation to keep up the practice of poverty that was issued before the full blast of the storms of the poverty controversies, and those who think of it as a stinging reaction to the betrayal of poverty through compromise.

Esser makes an interesting comparison between the Sacred Exchange and Francis’ Testament. He says that Francis does not mention the theology or theory of poverty in the Testament but refers to what he and his companions did as a suggestion as to what others should consider doing. Saint Francis is talking about actions and behaviour and not using allegory. The Sacred Exchange, by way of contrast, attempts to define poverty saying that it is the basic virtue and that it holds the keys of heaven. This is more in line with the theological approach of Saint Bonaventure who would ask us to look at the way Christ emptied Himself and to attempt to have the same disposition within ourselves. The emphasis here is rather on a disposition than on physical imitation, a point I will return to when speaking about the challenge that faces Secular Franciscans.

Perhaps a short example might help to illustrate this point. At one stage, Poverty asks Francis and his companions to show her their cloister. They reply that the world is their cloister. From a point of view that interprets the work as being associated with debates over the legal observance of poverty, some scholars see this as a reaction to the later difficulties at Paris between the Secular Masters and the Mendicants. Tensions flared up here on two fronts. In the University of Paris, the Secular Professors wanted to exclude the mendicants from teaching and thus accepting fees from their students.. In the pastoral field, diocesan clergy were annoyed that the friars were accepting funerals and no doubt enjoying legacies which might otherwise have gone their way. To some observers, the power and wealth of the Order seemed a betrayal of what Francis had wished. On the contrary, in the opinion of Brufani, The Sacred Exchange represents an attempt to develop a theology and an ecclesiology of the foundation of poverty to legitimise the right of the mendicant friars to live in the Church. In other words, the brothers cannot show Lady Poverty a residence because their mission within the Church is itinerant preaching, wherever that may lead them. Their right to claim such a vast field of activity is that they are following Christ who is the universal sacrament of salvation.
Poverty and the Secular Franciscans


If the friars had such trouble understanding and practising poverty in spite of the beautiful theology and scriptural concepts of the life and imitation of Christ that are contained in documents produced from within their ranks, where do Secular Franciscans stand? As the friars moved into positions of power and prestige, poverty became an issue. In his writings, Francis does not attempt to theologise about poverty. Francis simply asks us to look on Christ and reflect his attitudes in the context of our real everyday lives. However, as the Order developed, especially after the death of Francis, more and more brothers had never known the Saint personally. They were living in different countries and in different social and economic circumstances, and they were more intent on finding out how Saint Francis thought, what were his values, than they were about the biographical details of his life. This is why later “lives” of Saint Francis, beginning with the Major Life, which was written by Saint Bonaventure, have less biographical material and say less about what happened to him when he lived in Assisi, than they do about the theology of his spirituality. They were written for people who could not mimic him but wanted to espouse his values. This is also the predicament of the modern Secular Franciscan.

In the environment of lay life, we have dominion and power over things. We should use this as stewards of God’s gifts, nor hoarding or wasting but sharing. The positive practice of poverty involves using things for the reason God created them and this includes developing and using our talents. It would be a sin against his vocation and his family if a Secular Franciscan surrendered ownership. When it comes to material possessions, the Secular Franciscan is called upon to administer what he owns responsibly.

Among the members of the Franciscan family, Secular Franciscans are in a unique position, not given to the rest of us, to do God’s work in the world of the family and the workplace. They have to discern how to live out the Franciscan charism in a continually changing context. To do this, they must first listen to the cry of the poor, whether their poverty is spiritual or material. Youth, who may be poor because on the brink of despair about the future, will not respond to being preached at or to having to conform to traditional rituals. We have to empty ourselves to allow them the time and space to speak about God’s absence in their lives and how they are hurting. To do otherwise is to walk down the other side of the road and leave it all to the next Good Samaritan who comes along. This is the exercise of poverty of spirit in a contemporary context. Secular Franciscans will be in closer contact with such people and thus better situated to help them.

The meaning of poverty is not exhausted by speaking about material possessions. At its deepest level, it goes beyond dispossessing ourselves materially to emptying ourselves spiritually until we can share the feelings, experiences and expectation of others in patient love, consideration and understanding.

Francis did not define poverty: he practised it. As a consequence, it shone out of him. He became the original member of Franciscans International and was the only Christian with whom the Sultan wanted to speak. We have no record of what was said, but I am sure Saint Francis did not talk him down or he would not have got safe passage back. Francis must have done his share of listening. Perhaps, that is what made the greatest impression. Francis was poor enough to admit he did not have all the answers.


The Sacred Exchange says that poor men are rare. In fact, it says that Lady Poverty had no proposals in the time that elapsed between Adam and Christ, and that Francis was the only person who came calling on her after Christ. It is a sad state of affairs that we can undo only by our personal contribution in the circumstances in which we find ourselves.


The amazing thing about poverty of spirit is that, until we empty ourselves, there is not room for Christ. However, once we empty ourselves, He will come in and then we are not only rich ourselves but He will work wonders through us. The poverty of the Secular Franciscan consists in placing himself entirely in God’s hands and surrendering control to Him. It was only after Mary said, “Be it done according to your word”, that she became the mother of the Son of God and in Him the Mother of all of us. When she went to see her cousin, she told Elizabeth “The Lord has done great things to me”.


The Psalms for Morning Prayer on Tuesday of Week Four puts it beautifully. The Israelites are out in the wilderness and cry out, “We have no priest, no prophet, no king, no temple and no sacrifice, but you can make our prayers better than tens of thousands of fat lambs.”

Therefore, I beg you, brothers, through the mercy of God which has made you so poor, do that for which you have come, that from which you have risen up from the waters of Babylon. Humbly receive the grace offered you. Always use it worthily for the praise and glory and honour of Him Who died for you, Jesus Christ, our Lord, Who lives and reigns, conquers and rules with the Father and the Holy Spirit, God, eternally glorious, forever and ever. Amen. (FA:ED I, p. 554).
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