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For Roch and Aaron,
my pilgrim brothers in St. Francis





A Portrait of St. Francis

He was quite an eloquent man, with a cheerful and kindly face. He was without cowardice or insolence. He was less than medium in height, bordering on shortness. His head was of moderate size and round, his face somewhat long and striking, with a smooth, low forehead. His eyes were black and clear and of average size; his hair was black and his eyebrows straight, his symmetrical nose was thin and straight. His small ears stood up straight and his temples were smooth. His speech was peaceable, but fiery and crisp; his voice was strong, sweet, clear, and sonorous. His teeth were closely fitted, even, and white; his lips were small and thin; his beard was black and not bushy. He had a slender neck, straight shoulders, short arms, slender hands with long fingers and extended nails; his legs were thin, his feet small. He had delicate skin and was quite thin. He wore rough garments, slept sparingly, gave most generously. And because he was very humble, he showed mildness to everyone, adapting himself to the behavior of all. Among the holy he was even more so; among sinners he was one of them.

—Celano, First Life, 83




Introduction

1

I have been on a spiritual journey to and with St. Francis since my thirteenth year, and most of the selections in this book were made on actual pilgrimages to Assisi. Therefore what I say here in this introduction and the daily entries themselves are after the manner of a notebook from a pilgrim who has drawn on the words of St. Francis to guide him on life’s way.

The way of pilgrimage is the way of death leading to life. You leave behind loved ones and home, entrusting their safety and care to God, who is drawing you away from them. It is God who leads the pilgrim as he leads the dying person, and you follow shyly, awkwardly, fearfully, at first; then letting go somewhere along the way, you surrender what you’ve left behind into the very hand that is clasping yours on the journey.

An image of all this rises in my mind, a poem by the German poet Rainer Maria Rilke entitled “The Swan”:


This laboring through what is still undone,
as though, legs bound, we hobbled along the way,
is like the awkward walking of the swan.

And dying—to let go, no longer feel
the solid ground we stand on every day—
is like his anxious letting himself fall

into the water, which receives him gently and which, as though with reverence and joy, draws back past him in streams on either side; while, infinitely silent and aware, in his full majesty and ever more indifferent, he condescends to glide.*



It is not so much where you are going as the going away, the leaving itself, that matters. It is consigning to God what you thought was so dependent on your presence: your loved ones, your affairs. You leave, not knowing for certain that you will return. You embark upon a journey of faith, from faith to faith.

It is not that one place on earth is more in God’s hearing than another, so that he hears me better “there” than “here.” But it is what happens to my own hearing in traveling “there” to listen, when the things and people of “here” begin to speak too loudly for me to hear my own inner voices and the voice of the Spirit.

In the Middle Ages those who went on pilgrimage wondered if they would ever return; the slowness of the journey and the dangers along the way made reaching one’s destination doubtful. Today the pace is faster—jet travel, telephone communication with one’s loved ones back home—realities that make our pilgrimage seem less radical, less drastic a decision than it was in ages past. And in one sense that is true.

In another sense, however, nothing has changed. There is still the decision to set forth on one’s own in the company of strangers, in order to lay one’s ear, opened along the way, against the mouth of God that spoke once in the place or through the person whose shrine we are drawn to.

And somehow we go alone, even if we are in the company of others, even of our loved ones. For our journey is largely made in the heart (perhaps from the mind to the heart), an inner rather than an outer journey. The outer journey can indeed be made with others; the inner cannot, though perhaps the words of someone living or dead may make our journey seem less solitary.

And so it has been and is, that I bring with me on all my travels the words of St. Francis. They are food for the journey because most of them were written or spoken for those who are “on the road,” so to speak, mendicants, beggars who travel two by two throughout the world, though inwardly they are hermits, because, as St. Francis says, they carry their cell with them. He envisions the brothers as pilgrims on the road, and what he says is like practical advice for those who are constantly leaving something or someone behind.

Unlike the usual idea of a pilgrim, however, St. Francis’s conception is not of someone going to a place made holy by others; rather, it is of those who make every place holy in their going there. His words are a way of making holy the journey to anywhere. His words sanctify the way.

As we journey through life, we not only leave something behind, but we gain something as well. Like Rilke’s swan, “infinitely silent and aware,” in “full majesty and ever more indiffèrent,” we “condescend to glide.”

In essence, that is what the words of St. Francis, when put into practice, enable us to do. And it is God in whom we glide so easily, the God we feared, the God we perhaps did not think was there anymore as we labored out of our element like swans on land looking for water.

We learn that the water is there, that it is not so frightening as we thought, that if we let go, we will begin to glide easily, gracefully, to where we one day will remain forever. Pilgrimage is a testing of the waters of eternity. And the words of St. Francis make that testing less frightening; they make it, in fact, exciting. In the spoken and written experience of St. Francis we discover someone who lives comfortably in the waters of eternity, even while on earth.

There is always in the pilgrim’s way the way of the penitent. For as we embark upon a journey to God, we are immediately aware of how far we really are from him for whom we long, toward whom we are journeying. That is the main reason why the words of St. Francis sound at times rather negative, rather deprecatory of what is earthly, even of what is human.

He is not saying that the body, the world, the human person are evil. He is only saying that apart from God, without God, in comparison to God, we and everything else that exists are really nothing. Of ourselves we are worthless and vile. Of ourselves, on our own, as it were.

St. Francis’s viewpoint is that of someone whose journey has led him into another dimension, the world of the Spirit, which completes and makes intelligible all that is. He sees the whole picture and is therefore unimpressed with the works and deeds of humankind. He sees human beings in the total scheme of things—how insignificant they really are compared to the Most High, Omnipotent, Good God, who alone is Good, who alone is God.

We who live for the most part on the human level find it hard to stomach some of the things St. Francis says, because we tend to affirm and celebrate only what is thoroughly human: human goodness, human dignity, human worth. All of which is valid and good—until you move into that other world within our world, the world of God’s Spirit. For you cannot experience that world by human effort, or goodness. Only God can take you there, and his leading you begins with an experience of conversion which humbles you before the Good God, an experience which opens up for you the infinite chasm between Creator and creature.

Nor is this just a medieval point of view, a regression to another age, a slipping back into superstition and ignorance. This experience that changes, transforms the person, is ancient and medieval and modern; yesterday, today, and tomorrow. It is an experience of the living God and it leaves one breathless with wonder, burdened with one’s own unworthiness. It is the experience of Isaiah the Prophet:

In the year of King Uzziah’s death I saw the Lord seated on a high and lofty throne; his train filled the sanctuary. Above him stood seraphs, each one with six wings: two to cover its face, two to cover its feet and two for flying; and they were shouting these words to each other:


“Holy, holy, holy is Yahweh Sabaoth.

  His glory fills the whole earth.”



The door-posts shook at the sound of their shouting, and the Temple was full of smoke. Then I said:


“Woe is me! I am lost,
for I am a man of unclean lips
and I live among a people of unclean lips,
and my eyes have seen the King, Yahweh
Sabaoth.”



(Is 6:1-6)

    It is this awareness of his unworthiness before so good and great a God that inspires St. Francis to say and write things which, taken out of context, may seem Puritanical, or, to locate it in his own time, Albigensian, that heretical stance which sees matter as evil and spirit as good and never the twain to meet.

Nothing could be further from what St. Francis really believed. His was an incredible awareness of the Incarnation and what that meant. The Word had become flesh. Spirit and matter had conjoined irrevocably in Jesus Christ. To denigrate matter is to say that Jesus Christ is tainted with something evil; it is to be anti-sacramental, and St. Francis was the supremely sacramental man, wholly Catholic, wholly eucharistie in his spirituality.

So when St. Francis says something negative about us humans, we need to place it in the context of his total vision, and we can do this by mentally adding this phrase to whatever negative statement he makes: “in comparison to God, apart from God.”

What transcends the material is infinitely above it, rendering the natural vile and worthless in comparison. In other words St. Francis’s negativity toward the finite, the material, the temporary, is always juxtaposed to what is infinite, supernatural, eternal. His vision includes both, and so he is constantly penitent, repentant when he finds himself and others overvaluing the material, the human, and devaluing the spirit.

Another way of saying this would be: There is only one perfect human being, Jesus Christ, the eternal Incarnation of Spirit. It is only in him and through him and with him that we live and move and have our being, and we make ourselves wretched and vile when we fail to see and live this truth. And this then is sin, to keep preventing the incarnation of spirit within us, to keep trying to kill God, crucifying Jesus over and over again. That is what we can claim as our own, St. Francis says, and not grace, which is God’s work alone.

St. Francis, like all great poets, brings the world inside himself and there imagines it, images it. But unlike some poets, St. Francis’s inside is not emptiness, dread, absence. It is radiant with the light of God, imaged as the splendor of the sun become our Brother, Jesus Christ.

Brother Sun (Son) lights up the whole world of images in the soul of St. Francis. There is no darkness except in the decision to refuse the light. In that we are wretched and vile and unworthy, for light is there if we but open the lids of our soul.

In some strange and wonderful way St. Francis’s complete servitude was his freedom. Like a medieval craftsman, subservient to the architect’s design, yet making his own gargoyles, he managed to carve out, in subservience to God, the sculpture of a life uniquely his own. And not only to God was he obedient, but to every living creature as well. And he encouraged his brothers and sisters to do the same, knowing that only in obedience would they become uniquely who they were.

How can this be? Doesn’t this kind of obedience make automatons of us all? If it did, then we would not be able to distinguish one saint from another. But, of course, we can distinguish them, and saints are among the most unique, easily distinguishable personalities in history.

The reason, in St. Francis’s case, at least, is because he is obedient not in a compulsive, detailed way, but to the overall scheme. It is to the vision that St. Francis is obedient, not to the mechanical, unthinking execution of compulsions. Furthermore, it is a vision not of the mind but of the heart and results from the way of love rather than the way of knowing.

2

Much of what St. Francis wrote and said is by way of admonition and instruction of his brothers and sisters. His inspiration, as he himself says, is what the Lord himself has told him and what he has heard proclaimed from Sacred Scripture. He listened to the Lord wherever he heard his word; and meditating upon this word, he put it into practice. As Francis himself says, “No one showed me what I was to do, but he, the Most High, revealed to me that I was to live according to the form of the Holy Gospel” (The Testament). And, “Every day I find so much sweetness and consolation in meditating upon the memory of the humble witness of the Son of God, that should I live till the end of the world, there would be little need of my hearing or meditating upon anything further in the Scriptures” (Legend of Perugia, 99).

What we find in the writings and sayings of St. Francis is often the kind of thing we find in the exhortations of St. Paul, or more pointedly in passages like this one from St. James, whose shrine, at Compostela in Spain, Francis visited on pilgrimage, as did so many devout Christians of the Middle Ages:


Where do these wars and battles between yourselves first start? Is it not precisely in the desires fighting inside your own selves? You want something and you lack it; so you kill. You have an ambition that you cannot satisfy; so you fight to get your way by force. It is because you do not pray that you do not receive; when you do pray and do not receive, it is because you prayed wrongly, wanting to indulge your passions.

Adulterers! Do you not realize that love for the world is hatred for God? Anyone who chooses the world for a friend is constituted an enemy of God. Can you not see the point of the saying in scripture, ‘The longing of the spirit he sent to dwell in us is a jealous longing’? But he has given us an even greater grace, as scripture says: ‘God opposes the proud but he accords his favor to the humble.’ Give in to God, then; resist the devil, and he will run away from you. The nearer you go to God, the nearer God will come to you. Clean your hands, you sinners, and clear your minds, you waverers. Appreciate your wretchedness, and weep for it in misery. Your laughter must be turned to grief, your happiness to gloom. Humble yourselves before the Lord and he will lift you up.



(Jm 4:1-10)

    We would do well to remember this Scripture passage if we continue to be surprised at what the joy-filled Saint of Assisi sometimes says. St. Francis’s attitudes are not merely those of a simple, saintly, but unenlightened man of the Middle Ages who has little to say to the liberated modern world. St. Francis is the total Gospel person, hearing the Good News proclaimed and interpreted in the liturgy of the Church. He does not rationalize or explain away any of the words of the Lord. He simply hears them and puts them into practice. This was what was called “devotion” in the Middle Ages: alacrity in putting into practice the word of God.

But like the Gospel itself, the words of St. Francis can only be understood in the context of full Gospel living, of a life lived wholly in and by the word of God. Outside of that total vision (and vision is what it is) the admonitions of St. Francis, and of St. James for that matter, are indeed at times “unenlightened” and could even be misleading. What then is that vision, what is the Gospel life as it was revealed to St. Francis?

It seems to me that the key to Francis’s vision is that he experiences the transcendent, all-holy God while he is still in his sins, so that he is intensely aware of God’s goodness and holiness and, simultaneously, of his own sinfulness as a human being, as one of those who lost the gift of paradise through their own fault. Therefore, repentance-and-penance, not only for his own sins but for the sinfulness of humankind, is a constant, recurring motif in the life of St. Francis. It is not that he is always bemoaning his unworthiness and sinfulness in a self-pitying way, but the holiness and goodness of God and our ingratitude for the bounty he pours out upon us makes Francis aware of our sinfulness and unworthiness, our need to be purer vessels for holding all that God is lavishly pouring into us.

How we are to do this is revealed to Francis through the Holy Gospel, and so he sets out to live the words he hears in the Gospel; and this is the life of penance he preaches about and tries to live. To live the Gospel literally is what makes one a more fitting vessel for the outpouring of God’s gifts. Furthermore, to live the Gospel is to walk in the footsteps of Jesus Christ whose incarnation, passion, and death is the supreme penance, the Most High himself becoming Most Low: “Make your own the mind of Christ Jesus:


Who, being in the form of God,
did not count equality with God
something to be grasped.

But he emptied himself,
taking the form of a slave,
becoming as human beings are;

and being in every way like a human being,
he was humbler yet,
even to accepting death, death on a cross.”



(Ph 2:5-8)

    So when we empty ourselves and become most low, we participate in the life and death of Jesus Christ, the only penance that really counts, the penance our small penances participate in when we do them out of love for him who did his great penance out of love for the Father and us.

3

There is something archetypal about St. Francis, something that rises from deep within us when we meet him, something we find in Assisi itself. It walks the streets unseen, it comes invisibly around corners wearing a fiery cloak that fans the air like the wings of seraphs hot with God.

What is this something, and why do so many feel it rising within them as they pass through the gates of a medieval mountain town whose very name is a variation of the old Italian word “ascesi,” which means, “I have risen”? Dante says it is Francis himself, who, like the sun, rose upon the earth and was still a mere dawn when we began to feel the warmth and light his rising brought us:


Therefore, whoever seeks to name this place
should not say, “Assisi.” That would not do it.
Rather say, “The Rising,” to name what happened there.

For the sun wasn’t long in its rising
when he began to warm and lighten the earth
with the comfort of his great power.



(Paradiso, Canto XI)

    St. Bonaventure develops this theme of light and says that what really rises in us is the realization that


God’s grace has been revealed
in his servant Francis
to all who are truly humble
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