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“Let no man deceive himself. If any man among you seemeth to be wise in this world, let him become a “fool”, that he may be wise”. 

(1 Corinthians, 3:18. KJV)
“Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world. If any man love the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, is not of the Father, but is of the world. And the world passeth away, and the lust thereof: but he that doeth the will of God abideth for ever”.

(1 John, 2:15-17. KJV)
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Why give such value to the life of Saint Francis, the fool of Assisi, when we have the example of Jesus of Nazareth? 

Our beloved Nazarene, being a human in the flesh, came into this world begotten by the holy Spirit as the new Adam, and had already a well-deserved intimacy with our heavenly Father. He lived His life on earth as the son of man and as the son of God.

Giovanni di Pietro di Bernardone was not. He was a human being, son of the old Adam like we all still are, living in this fallen world with all the weaknesses of the flesh that we all share and endure. Nevertheless, Francis, as his mother Pica used to call him, found a way from his own human lowliness to truly follow Jesus, imitating His life and living His gospel to a degree unparalleled by any other human being or even saint on the Christian tradition. 

This is why it is so important to stop and ponder on the life of The Poor Little Man of God. And this constitutes the real value of the existence of the saints on the Christian tradition for all of us – even though the  saints are not accepted and appreciated by many Christian denominations as guides, examples to follow, and brilliant deliverers of Jesus testimony - because the life of the saints shows us that we all can achieve higher realms of spiritual achievement no matter our smallness, if we truly decide to walk through the narrow road that leads to the gate of Paradise that Jesus Christ, the New Adam has opened for us.

Francis lived in a world that had several similarities to our current era and it is clear that the overwhelming conditions he had to overcome to achieve his spiritual stature exist today as well. For instance, he had to overcome a great deal of post traumatic stress disorder in his own life after participating in the 1202 war between Assisi and Perugia as a soldier in the infantry of the army of Assisi, where he watched some of his close friends being butchered and killed by the forces of the town of Perugia and was taken prisoner.

We undoubtedly need a contemporary Saint Francis, perhaps several in fact, mired as we are in an almost irremissible ecological and spiritual debacle I believe without precedents in our contemporary history. Perhaps analyzing his relationship with his world and the core moments of his journey in search of Jesus can help us to establish important elements that we can consider for our own spiritual journey in search for the imitation in our lives of Jesus Christ life example; and why not, for the establishment of a new educational model that is quite urgent to launch for our future generations.

Writing about Francis of Assisi is writing about the person who has managed to imitate Jesus more faithfully, and about the more perfected Jesus template that this world has witnessed. 

Therefore, how to write about Francis? What to write about him that hasn't been written yet? He is the ultimate Christ follower among all Christ’s followers that embodied the living of Jesus gospel at its outmost perfection. He is the template that all followers of Christ could seriously consider if they wanted to advance in the path that Jesus left for us. To live according to the Gospel of Jesus Christ is not for the faint of heart; it is actually a dangerous way of living. Francis left us throughout his life, a living testimony of Christian spirituality and certainly not any theology or religious ordinances about the holy Gospel to which he was certainly opposed.

In his book Humility and Poverty: The Courting of lady Poverty by the Useless Servant, Joshua Duffy (2014), affirmed that “there have been few who have captured the collective imagination of the Church as Francis has. His importance simply cannot be overstated. He captured the essence of Christianity in such a way as none other since the Savior Himself walked the earth (p. 1). And the author continued- “the humble poverello of Assisi restored his dying church from its ailments of corruption and mediocrity and insufflated a new living spirit into its core. After his living example, there are no valid excuses anymore for those of us who really want to live according to the gospel of Jesus even in our present times that paradoxically show certain similarities to some conditions that Francis had to endure in its own time. ​

In his book The Spiritual Practices of St. Francis of Assisi, James Choung (1996), mentioned that “Francis’ life is a vivid model and a welcome challenge to the spiritual lives of today’s Christians” (p. 10). 

His greatness is undoubtedly recognized by all Christian religious traditions. So, instead of trying to find the man behind the legend, I am more interested to delve into the soul of this great man to understand his inner impulses and to proclaim if possible, the universality of his actions as a possibility for all of us followers of Christ. I am very interested to delve into the awakening of his soul, and to follow his spiritual growth from the inside out as opposed to the ministry strategies and scholastic exercises prescribed to the Christian congregations of his days.

And I am not also in search for the historical Francis because I am quite sure he was not in search for the historical Jesus either. I sincerely hope you will encounter a different Francis through these lines, so he can teach each and everyone of us something different and valuable for our lives. 

The necessary question would be then: Will it be possible in our time to imitate Jesus just as Francis did? And if it were possible, what changes we should make in our lives? Would these changes take us out of our comfort zone? Should they be too radical?
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The Gospel of Jesus and Francis Life

Cunningham and Brady (2019), in their article St Francis of Assisi, wrote that in 1202, Francis took part in a war between Assisi and Perugia, was held prisoner for almost a year, and on his release fell seriously ill. Even so, and after his recovery, he found himself riding again for military glory when he attempted to join the papal forces under Count Gentile against the emperor Frederick II in Apulia in late 1205. On this journey, however, he had a dream that bade him return to Assisi and await the call to a new kind of knighthood (Britannica.com). One of the versions known of this dream relate that Francis found himself in a castle and heard a voice saying: ‘Francis, why do you serve the servants and not the King? These words remind us of a time when Jesus told one of his disciples that requested to go and bury his father before joining him, “Follow me; and let the dead bury their dead” (Matthew 8:22 KJV).

Afterwards, Francis retired into solitude and prayer to the woods of Umbria outside Assisi and in one of his first public appearances declared jubilant that he was ‘the herald of the great King’ to some robbers he encountered in the road who beat him and stripped him of his tunic after founding that he had no money. Unaffected by this incident, Francis publicly renounced worldly goods and family ties to embrace a life of poverty (Britannica.com). 

Francis left forever his comfort zone and going after Jesus, denied himself every day by fully embracing His cross. In the Introduction of the book, Works of the Seraphic Father Saint Francis (1848) translated by an anonymous religious of the Franciscan order, we read: “In the perfect renunciation of self and detachment from the things of this world [Francis] saw the surest means for the soul to attain to the possession of the supreme good and the eternal riches of the heavenly kingdom” (p. iii). Melillo (2000), affirmed that Francis guiding virtue was always poverty because he feared that the pursuit of any sort of wealth (not only temporal goods) would divert one from fulfilling the gospels (gloriana.nu).

In his book, The Spiritual Practices of St. Francis of Assisi, James Choung (1996), mentioned that his literal approach to the Bible caused Francis to live a life of poverty. The words of St. Matthew 10:9-10, [KJV] convicted him to the heart: “Provide neither gold, nor silver, nor brass in your purses, Nor scrip for your journey, neither two coats, neither shoes, nor yet staves: for the workman is worthy of his meat ...” (p. 7). His main overarching passion was to imitate Christ, and his poverty was to be the way of life for Francis.

Clissold (1978), in his book The Wisdom of St. Francis and His Companions, wrote: “Francis passionately believed that the love of material possessions lay at the root of society’s ills and of man’s estrangement from his maker. Property implied the need for arms with which to defend it and led to the struggle for power and prestige and to the chronic warfare which was the scourge of his times” (p. 25). But - the author continues - in his self-denial, “Francis did not have a morbid hatred of self that other ascetics often had” (p. 26).
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