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             The experience of St Francis is recorded best in his writing and in what some others have written about him. I will quote mainly from his Rule, letters, and prayers to be found in the three volumes of Francis of Assisi: Early Documents, and in St Francis of Assisi Omnibus of Sources. 

Eminent Franciscan theologians, such as St Bonaventure and Blessed John Duns Scotus, made a logical system out of the insights of St Francis and explained him to the thinkers of their times. They provided invaluable interpretations of the saint’s thinking, but they were not the same as the written words of St Francis that most faithfully reflect his experience.

St Francis was not a speculative philosopher or theologian. For example, he did not express intellectual concepts, such as “person” or “nature.” 

I like to think of St Francis as a poetic experiencer. His experience was centred on the Blessed Trinity and on Jesus Christ. His thinking was all in relationship to God and Jesus that flowed over to his experience of people and of creatures.
Francis experienced the Trinity above creatures, also the Trinity within creatures. He experienced Jesus Christ, the man, also the Son of God. He experienced everyone he met  as a brother or sister of Jesus, like himself. He experienced every creature also as his brother or sister, since he and they were all children of God the Father. His experience included feeling, sensing, loving, enjoying, rejoicing, and contemplating, that involved his whole being.

For Francis, God is, above all, the Father. He expressed it very clearly at the beginning of his religious experience when he abandoned his earthly father and declared, “Listen to me, all of you, and understand. Until now I have called Pietro di Bernardone my father. But because I have proposed to serve God, I return to him the money on account of which he was so upset, and also all the clothing that is his, wanting to say from now on: ‘Our Father who are in heaven’, and not ‘My father, Pietro di Bernardone.”
 

To discover the experience of Francis, we must, like Bernard of Quintavalle, overhear him at prayer, when all through the night, he said nothing but, “My God and my all”
. Often, Francis was taken up with God, as in his Praises for every day before the Divine Office: “All powerful, most holy, most high, supreme God: all good, supreme good, totally good, You Who alone are good, may we give you all praise, all glory, all thanks, all honour, all blessing, and all good”
 We find more of the same in A Prayer Inspired by the Our Father


Francis was aware, above all, of God’s love. He wrote, “Therefore, let us desire nothing else, let us want nothing else, let nothing else please us and cause us delight, except our Creator, Redeemer and Saviour, the only true God, Who is fullness of good, all good, every good, the true and supreme good, Who alone is good, merciful, gentle, delightful and sweet, Who alone is holy, just, true, holy, and upright, Who alone is kind, innocent and clean, from Whom, through Whom and in Whom is all pardon, all grace, all glory of all penitents and just ones, of all the blessed rejoicing in heaven.”
  

When Francis considered God in the mystery of the Blessed Trinity, he experienced God, as well as father, also as brother and spouse, as he wrote in his Letter to all the Faithful:
 
 “O how happy and blessed are those men and women while they do such things and persevere in doing them, because the Spirit of the Lord will rest upon them and make Its home and dwelling place among them, and they are children of the heavenly Father Whose works they do, and they are spouses, brothers, and mothers of our Lord Jesus Christ. We are spouses when the faithful soul is joined by the Holy Spirit to our Lord Jesus Christ. We are brothers to Him when we do the will of the Father who is in heaven. We are mothers when we carry him in our heart and body through a divine love and a pure and sincere conscience and give birth to Him through a holy activity which must shine as an example before others. 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 how loving, gratifying, humbling, peace-giving, sweet, worthy of love, and, above all things, desirable: to have such a Brother…”  
The Praises of God illustrates the mystical rapture of Francis towards the end of his life: “You are three and one, the Lord God of gods. You are the good, all good, the highest good, Lord God living and true”
 Francis could not express himself in merely intellectual concepts. His words and writings overflow with feeling and emotion.

Francis was not formally schooled in philosophy or in theology, but, as a result of his intense application to sacred Scripture, he intuited that Jesus Christ, the incarnate Word, was in  the mind of God before all creatures, who were called into existence in view of Jesus Christ and through him. This leads us to consider Francis’ experience of people.
Francis’ experience of people

In his fifth Admonition, Francis wrote, “Consider, O human being, in what great excellence the Lord God has placed you, for He created and formed you to the image of His beloved Son according to the body and to His likeness according to the Spirit.”
. And in his Earlier Rule, Francis wrote, “(All-powerful Father), through your holy will and through Your only Son with the Holy Spirit, You have created everything spiritual and corporal.”
 
      Francis didn’t write about the abstract concept of “person”. When he wrote about people, he used personal pronouns, “those who…”, “he”, “she”, “we”, “you”, “they”.
      He was fully persuaded that God is the Father of all, so he saw a brother in every man, and in every woman a sister. He saw in everyone a living image of Jesus Christ, our elder brother. For Francis, every human being was a friend. He esteemed and appreciated everyone, even if they were different from him.
      This is especially noticeable in Francis’s approach to the Saracens who were the Muslims of his times. His outreach to the Sultan al-Malik al-Kamal was extraordinary. Regretfully, his approach to the Saracens is not understood today by those who claim that Francis said, "Witness for Christ each day and, if necessary, use words”. This is a garbled summary of Chapter 16 of the Earlier Rule, which reads: “the brothers can live spiritually among the Saracens and nonbelievers in two ways. One way is not to engage in arguments or disputes but to be subject to every human creature for God’s sake and to acknowledge that they are Christians. The other way is to announce the Word of God, when they see it pleases the Lord, in order that [unbelievers] may believe in almighty God…and be baptized and become Christians.”
 So, the friars are to witness to Christ in their daily life among the Saracens and to preach the Gospel if possible, that is, if the Saracens allow them.
      There is another so-called Saying of St Francis going the rounds that is nowhere to be found in his writings: It says, “Start by doing what’s necessary; then do what’s possible; and suddenly you are doing the impossible.” St Francis suffers at times from an overdose of popularity.
      Francis’s thought about other people, and indeed about everything, was so steeped in the Gospel of Jesus Christ that it seems he was hardly aware of the fact that often he was implicitly quoting the bible, especially the Gospel.

      For example, I checked in the writings of St Francis the quotation of St Matthew’s account of the Last Judgment: “I was hungry, and you gave me food” etc. (Mt 25:31-46). I found that he quoted part of this text in the Earlier Rule, implicitly twice and explicitly once. However, he did not quote the punch line, “In so far as you did this to one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did it to me” (Mt 25:40), and yet this line explains best the approach of St Francis to people and his experience of them.


     Francis often insisted in his writings on love of neighbour. For example, in his eighth Admonition, he wrote, “whoever envies his brother the good that the Lord says or does in him incurs a sin of blasphemy because he envies the Most High Himself Who says and does every good thing”
 

      His love for people was the result of his love for Jesus, the Son of God, and of Mary the Virgin. Also, his special love for Mary was the result of his love for Jesus. “since she made the Lord of majesty a brother to us”
 Jesus was at the centre of all his experience, thinking and loving.

      Among the words most often used by St Francis were “brother”, “sister”, and “fraternity”. Jesus had said, “You are all brothers” (Mt 23:8), and St Francis wanted above all to live according to the Gospel. Francis founded a fraternity different in concept to the existing religious Orders. God gave sons to St Benedict, but he gave brothers to St Francis.
 The one most responsible in Francis’s fraternity was not an Abbot or a Master or a Superior, but a Minister to his brothers, their servant, and their Guardian.

     The Rules or ways of life that Francis wrote for his fraternity reveal his extraordinary sense of brotherhood. In his Earlier Rule, he wrote, “Let no one be called ‘prior’, but let everyone in general be called a lesser brother. Let one wash the feet of the other.”
 

     Also, the letters of St Francis reveal that the first characteristic of his way of life was fraternity. He wrote to a Minister, “… that there is not any brother in the world who has sinned – however much he could have sinned – who, after he has looked into your eyes, would ever depart without your mercy, if he is looking for mercy. And if he would sin a thousand time before your eyes, love him more than me so that you may draw him to the Lord, and always be merciful with brothers such as these. And you may announce this to the Guardians, when you can, that for your part, you are resolved to act in this way.”
 

Francis’ experience of creatures

     Let’s now consider Francis’s experience of creatures. All creatures were the brothers and sisters of St Francis. He experienced all living beings as created by God the Father, with the Holy Spirit, in the image of God’s Son, Jesus Christ.

      I have already quoted his Earlier Rule, where St Francis wrote, or rather prayed, “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”
 

      In the early documents, we read several times of Francis’s experience of fire. When his face was about to be cauterized by a red-hot iron, he said to the fire, “My brother Fire, noble and useful among all the creatures who the Most High created, be courtly to me in this hour. For a long time, I have loved you and I still love you for the love of that Lord who created you. I pray our Creator who made you, to temper your heat now, so that I may bear it.” After the ordeal, he said, “I tell you the truth: I felt no pain or even heat from the fire”
 
      The author of the Legend of Perugia wrote about this: “It is not surprising that fire and other creatures sometimes showed him reverence because, as we who were with him saw, he loved and revered them with a great feeling of charity. He took great delight in them and his spirit was moved to so much piety and compassion towards them that he was disturbed when someone did not treat them decently. He used to speak with them with joy, inside and out, as if they could hear, understand, and speak about God. And for that reason, he was often caught up in the contemplation of God”
 

      We can grasp St Francis’s experience of God and creatures, especially by considering his most famous writing, the Canticle of the Creatures.

      St Francis explained why he composed the Canticle: “Therefore, for His praise, for our consolation and for the edification of our neighbour, I want to write a new Praise of the Lord for his creatures, which we use every day, and without which we cannot live. Through them, the human race greatly offends the Creator, and every day we are ungrateful for such great graces, because we do not praise, as we should, our Creator and the Giver of all good.” 

     Here, I believe, is the best insight into St Francis’s experience of his brother and sister creatures. We find here, too, his expression of the need to respect creatures and to praise God their Creator through them.
      The Canticle of Creatures, or of Brother Sun, begins:

“Most High, all-powerful, good Lord!

      Yours are the praises, the glory, and the honour,
      and all blessing.”
                         
      Throughout the Canticle, St Francis addressed God directly. He spoke to God as “Lord”. In those feudal days, “Lord” meant “the one who owns me.” So, we see that God dominated Francis’s consciousness, and his behaviour towards all, and his whole life.

“To You alone, Most High, do they belong (that is, praise, glory and honour)

      And no human is worthy to mention Your name.”

      Francis did not merely think about God. He adored God, first of all, God in himself. God’s existing apart from his creatures, came first to his mind: most high, all-powerful, all good.
     Then, “Praised be You, my Lord, with all Your creatures.”

      God was the centre of Francis’s world. He thought of everything else in reference to God. Usually in Francis’s writings, God the Creator is an explicit reference to the three Persons of the Blessed Trinity. Francis directed his praise to God by means of creatures, through creatures. In this way, he adored God who pervades his creatures. But abstract words such as “person”, “nature”, “transcendent” and “immanent” were not used by St Francis.

      Although his biographers present Francis at times as speaking to creatures, in his Canticle he does not speak to the creatures. He speaks only to God, in adoration. Our popular hymn, “All creatures of our God and King”, is based on the Canticle of Creatures but, unlike St Francis, it addresses the creatures rather than the Lord. Francis praises the Lord through his creatures.

“Praised be You, my Lord, through Sister Moon and the stars.”

  All creatures were Francis’s brothers and sisters, “and first, my Lord, Brother Sun”, and even “Sister Death”. Francis expressed enormous respect for each creature as he poured out a torrent of praise to God. The base of his fraternal living was immense respect for his brother and sister creatures, even for inanimate creatures. He allowed them a life of their own.

      Any mention of people enters the Canticle only in the additions to it that Francis made as the result of a feud between the bishop and the mayor of Assisi, and later still in view of his impending death:
“Praised be You, my Lord, through those who give pardon for Your love,
And bear infirmity and tribulation. 
Blessed are those who endure in peace
For by You, Most High shall they be crowned.”      

…

“Woe to those who die in mortal sin.
 Blessed are those whom death will find in Your most holy will.”
     So, for St Francis, people are “those who” are either doing God’s will, or not doing it.

      Only in the final line did Francis address his listeners. He exhorted them, and us, too: “Praise and bless my Lord, and give Him thanks, and serve Him with great humility.”
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