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Francis, his ministry and his spirituality
Jesus Christ became like us, for our sake. Francis of Assisi tried to be like Jesus Christ, for Christ’s
sake. Francis is known as the poor man of Assisi. His image, his ideal of Jesus Christ is of the man
who became poor that we might become rich (2 Cor 8:9).
As Pope Francis i reminded us recently, St Francis’ encounter with lepers was the turning point in his
life. Pope Francis was writing in his message for the First World Day for the Poor. ii He quoted from
The Testament of Francis iii. In the Testament St Francis wrote:
When I was in sin, the sight of lepers nauseated me beyond measure; but then God himself led
me into their company, and I had pity on them. iv When I had once become acquainted with
them, what had previously nauseated me became a source of spiritual and physical consolation
for me. After that I did not wait long before leaving the world. v
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One very early account tells that the episode with the leper followed a period of intense prayer. It
adds that the leper he met gave Francis the kiss of peace and “from that day onwards he mortified
himself increasingly until, through God’s grace, he won a complete victory ... He became such a friend
to the lepers that, as he himself declared in his Testament, he lived with them and served them with
loving eagerness.” vi
As Pope Francis says, this encounter with lepers turned his life around. In their faces, which had
been repugnant to him, he saw the face of the suffering Christ. I believe this may have prepared him
for the extraordinary event where the crucifix spoke those famous words: “Francis, go, repair my
house, which, as you see, is falling completely to ruin.” According to the Legend, it was “a tender,
compassionate voice”. Francis was “trembling and amazed”. vii Thomas of Celano gives a more
dramatic account. “Something unheard of before happened to him (Francis): the painted image of
Christ crucified moved its lips and spoke ... What a wonderful thing and a thing unheard of in our
times. Who is not astonished at these things? Who has ever heard like things?” viii. Francis certainly
had a great love for the crucified Christ. Thomas of Celeno says that “from then on he could never
keep himself from weeping, even bewailing in a loud voice, the passion of Christ which was always,
as it were, before his mind”. ix
This event has captured people’s imagination. The crucifix that spoke to Francis is still venerated
today. But Francis does not mention it in his Testament. This may have been out of modesty.
Francis himself said in another context, “Blessed the religious who keeps God’s marvellous doings to
himself”. x Later he tried to hide his stigmata; or perhaps it was because finding Christ in others was
even more important to him than the crucifix that spoke. His Testament begins, “This is how God
inspired me, Brother Francis, to embark upon a life of penance.” He tells the story of his how he met
and came to love lepers. In other words, he gives his reaction to the suffering Christ he saw in others
as the reason for his change from a rich young man about town to the Poor Little Man of Assisi. I am
stressing this point because I feel it is essential to an understanding of his spirituality. Because I’m
writing about Francis’ spirituality. I won’t go into the history of how the words from the crucifix were
interpreted, except to say that Francis was always extraordinarily loyal to the Church, to repairing
God’s house, even in the face of wealth and corruption in the Church.
Poverty was an essential part of Francis’ spirituality. On 16 April 1208 Francis and two companions
went to his family’s parish church, San Nicolo di Piazza, and asked the parish priest to perform a
sortes biblicae – opening the Bible at random to reveal God’s will. xi They used the Gospel book. The
book opened at three passages with the quotes:
“Go, sell what you have, and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven: and come
follow me” (Mark 10:21).
“Take nothing for your journey, no staff, nor bag, nor bread, nor money—not even an extra
tunic” (Luke 9:3).
“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and
follow me” (Matthew 16:24). xii
He loved the poor. St Bonaventure writes of him: “Francis saw Christ’s image in every poor person he
met and he was prepared to give them everything he had, even if he himself had urgent need of it. He
even believed that they had the right to ask such alms, as if they belonged to them.” xiii
Bonaventure tells the story of the time Francis was wearing a short cloak over his habit because he
was not well. He told his companion, “We’ll have to give this cloak back to that poor beggar, because
it belongs to him. We only got it on loan until we found someone in greater need of it ... God the
Almighty will regard it as a theft on my part if I do not give what I have to someone who needs it
more”. xiv
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This was at a time when some were protesting against the Church’s support of the wealthy and
powerful, like the Patarines in Italy and those behind the peace procession of the Capuciati in Le Puy
in France. Some longed for a purely spiritual Church, and genuine concern for the poor and a greater
emphasis on the Beatitudes. Groups of penitents, living lives of prayer and poverty were springing
up. xv It was a time of social tension, of political and social transformation. People of his parents’ class
knew new freedom. Serfs were dominated by lay and ecclesiastical lords. New masters of land, the
bourgeoisie of Assisi, who were taking their place alongside the aristocracy, were as greedy as the
nobles. The mass of country people had no real rights. They were despised by the citizens. At first
Francis was associated in their eyes with the rich city people. xvi
Francis wanted to follow the poor and crucified Christ. This led him from the comfort of Assisi’s
communal life to the margins of society of his time, to be with the poor, the lepers, the outcasts. xvii He
wrote in his first rule of life for the brothers:
The friars should be delighted to follow the lowliness and poverty of our Lord Jesus Christ,
remembering that of the whole world we must own nothing ... They should be glad to live
among social outcasts, among the poor and helpless, the sick and the lepers and those who
beg alms by the wayside. If they are in want, they should not be ashamed to beg alms.” xviii
A modern writer who has tried to capture Francis’ spirit and spirituality, Carlo Carretto, has written, I
Francis, - what he imagines Francis might say to our atheistic world. In it “Francis” says of poverty:
Poverty did not consist in helping the poor, it consisted in being poor ...
Jesus had been poor.
I, Francis, wished to be poor.
What it meant to be poor I began to see very clearly. All I had to do was look at the poor or
look at Jesus ...
True poverty went to the bottom of things and touched the spirit. For Jesus had said, “Blessed
are the poor in spirit, theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”xix
Francis had a great respect for priests, no matter how sinful and corrupt they were. This was linked to
his love of the Blessed Sacrament. He wrote in the Testament that he was determined to love and
reverence priests. He could “see the Son of God in them ... because in this world I cannot see the
most high Son of God with my own eyes, except for his most holy Body and Blood which they receive
and they alone administer to others. Above everything else, I want this most holy Sacrament to be
honoured and venerated and reserved in places which are richly ornamented.”xx He liked Brother
Sylvester, the first priest to join the brotherhood, to be with him when he travelled so he would never
be without the Eucharist. It was central to his spirituality that his direct contact with God was in the
Mass, then in service to the poor and in nature.
As a deacon he was close to priests at the altar. He was scandalised when the consecrated host was
treated casually or indifferently or reserved in poor conditions. He tried to get his friars, in their poor
habits, to have precious pyxes to give to parish clergy for the reservation of the Sacrament. Francis’
concerns were shared by others of his times. On 22 November 1219 Pope Honorius III in two
decrees, required what Francis was calling for – proper vessels and vestments for Mass and the
reservation of the Host in a precious, locked container. xxi At this time people received Holy
Communion infrequently. Earlier, in 1215, the Fourth Lateran Council, the Council which affirmed
transubstantiation, made annual confession and Communion mandatory for all Christians. xxii Francis
warned careless clergy: “We clerics cannot overlook the sinful neglect and ignorance some people are
guilty of with regard to the holy Body and Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ ... In his love, God gives
himself into our hands; we touch him and receive him daily into our mouths. Have we forgotten that
we must fall into his hands?”xxiii. In his rule for lay people following the Franciscan way of life, Francis
laid down that they “are to make a confession of their sins three time a year and to receive
Communion at Christmas, Easter and Pentecost”. xxiv
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Francis’ Canticle of the Sun captures his insight that all our fellow creatures, animate or inanimate,
reflect the face of Christ. He saw that each element of creation comes from the same source, the
Trinity which is revealed in the Incarnate Jesus. Therefore each is a revelation of God. xxv
All creation spoke to him of God, xxvi just as the Eucharist spoke to him of Christ and God. xxvii Verses
eight and nine were written to reconcile the bishop and mayor of Assisi. The canticle is not just about
a beautiful world that should praise God. xxviii It calls for a reconciled world xxix – which reflects the
message at the beginning of this essay: seeing the face of Christ in others. xxx Just before his final
agony he wrote, “Be praised, my Lord, for Sister Bodily Death,” which he and his companions sang in
his final moments. xxxi
Francis’ love of animals is legendary. Giotto especially has made his preaching to the birds famous.
For all his insights into the beauty of creation he was no animal liberation fanatic. He especially loved
lambs, which reminded him of the Lamb of God. He associated the horse with wealth and power. He
certainly did not like the mice and flies that plagued him near the end of his life. He ate fish and meat
at a time when established religious orders abstained from meat. xxxii Francis’ approach was the
opposite of the monastic spirituality of the time, especially Cistercian spirituality, which called for
withdrawal from the world. Vauchez says Francis “does not flee the world but plunges himself into
it”. xxxiii
It was this spirit that prompted Pope John Paul II to name Francis as patron saint of ecology in
1979. xxxiv It seems probable that, when Francis set out to Damietta to convert the sultan Saladin he
hoped to become a martyr. xxxv This wish for martyrdom was part of his spirituality. xxxvi
Vauchez points out that the stigmata is an extremely delicate and complex matter. It must be seen in
the context of Francis’ overall spiritual journey. Vauchez says:
“From the beginning of his conversion he had not ceased praying before crucifixes – especially
the one at San Damiano – and to meditate on the mystery of the passion of Christ ... It thus
seems possible that he might have understood, once confronted with this strange apparition,
that he could be united to Christ Crucified through his own personal passion: that, in the
perspective of the life he had been living for several years, his suffering and disappointments
had taken on a meaning which in his eyes they previously had not had. xxxvii
The Passion of Christ, which had been so present in Francis’ heart and mind became present in his
body. xxxviii
The Admonitions were probably collected after Francis’ death. Here is an example:
Where there is Love and Wisdom,
there is neither Fear or Ignorance.
Where there is Patience and Humility,
there is neither Anger or Annoyance.
Where there is Poverty and Joy,
there is neither Cupidity not Avarice.
Where there is Peace and Contemplation,
there is neither Care nor Restlessness.
Where there is the Fear of God to guard the dwelling,
there no enemy can enter.
Where there is Mercy and Prudence,
there is neither Excess nor Hardness. xxxix
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In modern times we make a clear connection between the Eucharist and charity. The Eucharist is the
“source and summit” or “fount and apex” of Christian life. xl Benedict XVI speaks movingly about God
as love in his encyclical, Deus Caritas Est, God is Love (2005). He mentions Francis as one of several
“models of social charity for all people of good will” (#40). xli Francis had a great devotion to the
Eucharist and worked for the poor. In his apostolic exhortation on the Eucharist, Sacramentum
Caritatis, The Sacrament of charity, Pope Benedict named him in a list of those whose holiness “found
its centre in the sacrament of the Eucharist”. xlii
Joy was central to Francis’ spirituality. Thomas of Celano says “he accepted death singing”. xliii That
may have been an exaggeration; but he wrote the second to last verse of The Canticle of Brother Sun,
which brought about the reconciliation of Assisi’s bishop and mayor, and then the final verse,
beginning, “Be praised, my Lord, for our Sister Bodily Death”. xliv Francis asked two brothers to sing
the canticle to him – which they did all night. Minister General, Brother Elias objected. People who
heard the singing might be scandalised; this was not the edifying way a saint should die. Francis was
not swayed by the argument. Up to the end he would not stop singing the praises of God, or having
them sung. xlv
Pope Francis opens his 2015 encyclical, Laudato Si, by quoting St Francis’ Canticle: “Praise be to
you”. In it Pope Francis condemns consumerism, irresponsible development and degradation of the
environment and urges everyone to take action on global warning. xlvi Some see similarities with the
crisis in the Church in St Francis’ time – with opulence of popes and the worldliness of bishops and
clergy in general – and the crisis in the Church in our time – with sexual abuse , Vatican Bank
scandals and what Leonardo Boff calls a “closed and suffocating spiritual autarchy”. The crisis then
and the present crisis both led to a lack of the Church’s credibility and moral authority xlvii. Boff
believes that Pope Francis’ mission is like that heard from the crucifix – a commission to rebuild
Christ’s Church. xlviii
My ministry
In one way, to rebuild Christ’s Church is the role of every committed Christian. St Francis is probably
the most loved and most celebrated deacon in the history of the Church. He surpasses even Laurence
in popularity. He is a model for all deacons. He was a loveable personality. With all his eccentricities
he attracted people to him. People flocked to see him and to hear him preach and men, young and
old, flocked to follow him in his difficult and austere way of life.
My ministry in Adelaide today is very different from Francis’ in Assisi in his time. Francis of Assisi
could be called a spiritual genius. He was a mystic. He worked miracles. I could never compare my
spiritual life and my spirituality to his. But there are similarities. Both our spiritualities are based on
love of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist and in the poor.
Francis’ encounter with lepers was a turning point in his life. The turning point for me was realising
the plight of Australian Aborigines living in Adelaide slums and the wrecks of cars on the edges of
country towns. My reaction was to get to befriend them and to use my journalistic skills to help them
to make their voices heard in the Church and in politics. Their spirituality and their love of creation
affected me profoundly. Today I work mainly with African refugees, many of them living in extreme
poverty. Many young ones are getting into trouble with the police. Next to Indigenous people, the
next biggest group in our gaols is made up of young Africans. Many of these people have deep
spiritual needs. I also work with asylum seekers. Our country treats them with callous injustice.
Francis had great joy in creation and was inspired to love God more deeply by its beauty. His writing
shows a love of words, which he set to music. I have a great fellow feeling for him there. I do not
sympathise with the way his love for poverty itself led to his suspicion of learning nor with his extreme
penances and self-discipline. I like his sense of fun in preaching. xlix His idea of teaching about the
nativity of Christ by inventing the Christmas crib l was inspired.
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Francis of Assisi is credited with the saying, “Preach always; sometimes use words.” I cannot trace
the saying back to Francis. He did say in the Rule of 1221, his first rule for his friars, that not all friars
should preach. “All the friars, however, should preach by their example.” li The principle is an
important one.
Francis of Assisi saw Christ present in the Eucharist and in the poor. Pope Francis spoke about the
link between Christ in the Eucharist and Christ in the poor, especially for deacons like me, when he
spoke at a Jubilee Mass for deacons in the Year of Mercy in 2016. He said:
When you serve at the table of the Eucharist, there you will find the presence of Jesus, who gives
himself to you so that you can give yourselves to others. In this way, available in life, meek of
heart and in constant dialogue with Jesus, you will not be afraid to be servants of
Christ, and to encounter and caress the flesh of the Lord in the poor of our time. lii
Francis of Assisi tried to be like Jesus Christ, for Christ’s sake. He caressed the flesh of lepers. Pope
Francis is calling us to be like Saint Francis – close to Jesus, servants of Christ, caressing the flesh of
the poor of our time.
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FOOTNOTES
St Francis has been a major influence on Pope Francis, who took his name as Pope after the saint of Assisi. I
said in my last assignment how the newly-elected Pope explained to journalists why, as new Pope, he had chosen
the name Francis:
I will tell you the story. During the election, I was seated next to the Archbishop Emeritus of São Paolo and
Prefect Emeritus of the Congregation for the Clergy, Cardinal Claudio Hummes: a good friend, a good
friend! When things were looking dangerous, he encouraged me. And when the votes reached two thirds,
there was the usual applause, because the Pope had been elected. And he gave me a hug and a kiss,
and said: ‘Don't forget the poor!’ And those words came to me: the poor, the poor. Then, right away,
thinking of the poor, I thought of Francis of Assisi. Then I thought of all the wars, as the votes were still
being counted, till the end. Francis is also the man of peace. That is how the name came into my heart:
Francis of Assisi. For me, he is the man of poverty, the man of peace, the man who loves and protects
creation; these days we do not have a very good relationship with creation, do we? He is the man who
gives us this spirit of peace, the poor man … How I would like a Church which is poor and for the poor!
Pope Francis, “Audience with media representatives,” 16 March 2013, accessed 21 October 2017.
https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2013/march/documents/papafrancesco_20130316_rappresentanti-media.html.
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Pope Francis asked that the First World Day of the Poor be observed on 19 November 2017. He said :
Over these two thousand years, how many pages of history have been written by Christians who, in utter
simplicity and humility, and with generous and creative charity, have served their poorest brothers and
sisters! The most outstanding example is that of Francis of Assisi, followed by many other holy men and
women over the centuries. He was not satisfied to embrace lepers and give them alms, but chose to go to
Gubbio to stay with them (his emphasis). He saw this meeting as the turning point of his conversion.
He went on to quote from “The Testament of St Francis”. Pope Francis, “Message of Pope Francis, First World
Day of the Poor,” 13 June, 2017, accessed 3 December 2017.
https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/poveri/documents/papa-francesco_20170613_messaggio-igiornatamondiale-poveri-2017.html.
Pope Francis also referred to the incident of St Francis and the leper in his first encyclical letter, Lumen Fidei, The
Light of Faith. He wrote:
How many men and women of faith have found mediators of light in those who suffer! So it was with Saint
Francis of Assisi and the leper, or with Blessed Mother Teresa of Calcutta and her poor. They understood
the mystery at work in them. In drawing near to the suffering, they were certainly not able to eliminate all
their pain or to explain every evil. Faith is not a light which scatters all our darkness, but a lamp which
guides our steps in the night and suffices for the journey.
Pope Francis, Lumen Fidei, The Light of Faith, # 57, 29 June, 2013, accessed 3 December 2017.
https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20130629_enciclica-lumenfidei.html.
Pope Francis gives both St Francis and Mother Teresa as examples of Christians whose love for the world and
people could not be contained. In his apostolic exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium, (The Joy of the Gospel), he wrote
on the right of Christians to speak on the social order and the common good: .
Who would claim to lock up in a church and silence the message of Saint Francis of Assisi or Blessed
Teresa of Calcutta? They themselves would have found this unacceptable. An authentic faith – which is
never comfortable or completely personal – always involves a deep desire to change the world, to transmit
values, to leave this earth somehow better that we found it. We love this magnificent planet on which God
has put us, and we love the human family which dwells here, with all its tragedies and struggles, its hopes
and aspirations, its strengths and weaknesses.
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Evangelii Gaudium, (The Joy of the Gospel), 24 November 2013, # 183, accessed 3 December 2017.
https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_exhortations.index.html#apost_exhortations.
iii S Francis dictated the Testament just before he died on 3 October 1226. It may have been dictated in late
September or even on 1 or 2 October. Benen Fahy and Placid Hermann, “The Writings of St Francis of Assisi”.
Translations by Benen Fahy, Introduction and Notes by Placid Herman (London: Burns & Oates, 1964), 67. Francis
Thompson notes that Francis had no worldly goods to leave in a testament, apart from his breviary, which he had
already given to Brothers Leo and Angelo so they could read it to him, but he had “important spiritual gifts to
bestow on his brothers”. Francis Thompson O.P., “Francis of Assisi: A New Biography,” (Ithaca and London:
Cornell University Press, 2012), 133.
Gianmaria Polidoro paints an imaginative and rather touching picture of the dying Francis dictating the Testament:
“While thinking in his little hut among the trees of the Porziuncula, he decided to leave them a last will and
testament ...” Gianmaria Polidoro, “Francis of Asssisi,” trans. Benet A. Fonk (Assisi: Edizioni Porziuncola, 2017
reprint), 235. No original publication date is given.

This may be a reference to the beatitude, “Blessed are the merciful” (Matt 5:7).
Francis had been distressed and confused before the encounter with the lepers. Thompson says that, as Francis
showed mercy to these outcasts, he experienced God’s own gift of mercy to himself. As he cleaned their bodies,
his perceptions changed. God’s power remade him into a different man. Thompson, “Francis of Assisi,” 17.
Andre Vauchez makes the point that Francis showed heroism in going among the lepers. He also found God in the
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