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There is no more poignant period in our current history than now for a book on power and peace. A timeless discourse of peaceful resistance. This is a conversation between the past and the present, speaking to my soul.

– Victoria Davis, university student


Len imagines what it would have been like if Francis had met the First Nations people of Turtle Island in a loving way. He then outlines the revolutionary encounter between Francis the Christian and Malik al-Kamil the Muslim. I highly recommend this book.

– Joanne Clarke, retired elementary school teacher and social justice worker with the United Church of Canada.


Len Desroches has spent decades learning from St. Francis of Assisi how to confront the idolatry of riches and warfare in our time. Len has a lot to say to our money-grasping, belligerent Western culture. He deserves a very careful read.

– Richard Renshaw, CSC, author of Dealing With Diversity


This book deeply challenges the reader to inner reflection on what it means to love my enemy, both personally and corporately. A book that will inspire transformation in the way we see and experience the other.

– Wendy Passmore, retreat and spiritual director


Len Desroches casts light on Francis, the once wealthy warrior whose encounter with God profoundly changed him and challenged the powerful figures of his world. We read of Clare, whose parallel journey provoked the wrath of family – until they too were transformed. Take note of all the others cited and join them and the author in “relentless persistence.”

– Jane Pritchard, physician


There is some beautiful writing about the history of the 12th and13th centuries. Also, Leonard writes about the sparks that ignite a Fire of Love in that period – Saint Francis and Clare of Assisi.

– Thomas Joyce, house painter, war resister, advocate for workers’ rights
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Author’s Note

There can be something beautiful about Saint Francis in the garden birdbath-but only if Francis and the birds is just the beginning of a very inspiring, challenging story. Welcome to a rich spiritual journey!




Introduction

This book is based on the retreats I have been offering: “Sister Water, Brother Sultan—Exploring our Spiritual Lives with Francis of Assisi” and “Love of Earth, Love of Enemy-Francis of Assisi and Gospel Nonviolence.”

One of the best comments I have ever received from a retreatant is “I feel like I’ve found a true brother. He is no longer just a remote saint to me.” I hope the book does that for you. I have incorporated many of Francis’ own words. Many books on Saint Francis have too few of his actual words.

There are two things we can’t keep doing as a human race: warfare-most especially nuclear war-and violence towards what Francis called “Sister Mother Earth.” Francis’ life speaks to both realities. There is something special about the fact that he speaks to us all the way from the 13th century.

This is purposefully a short book: The hope is that you will be that much more drawn to reading it—and feel you have the space to read it meditatively.




Chapter One
 Who Was Francis of Assisi?

It was a time not only of the trading of goods and services but of large banking houses; of coinage—money!

It was a time of distrust, fear, and sometimes hatred amongst Christians, Jews, and Muslims.

It was a time when, like today, enemies were to be hated and destroyed.

It was a time of not only justified “just wars” but of celebrated “holy wars” by the church—the crusades.

It was a time when, like today, the cosmos and the creatures of the Earth were not considered “sisters” and “brothers.”

It was a time when lepers were shunned.

It was a time when some people were very wealthy and upper class (the maiores), and some people were very poor and lower class (the minores).

It was a time when the church was an empire.

Francis Bernardone was born in the town of Assisi, Italy, and baptized Giovanni (John) in 1182. His father was on a business trip—probably in France—at the time of his birth. When he returned home, he insisted on giving his first-born the name Francesco—the “French one.”

Francis’s father, Pietro Bernardone, was a very wealthy cloth merchant with significant land holdings around Assisi. He made frequent journeys to the great cloth fairs of France and Spain. It was customary to advertise one’s wealth and social position by one’s style of dress. Thomas of Celano, the first and foremost biographer of Francis, noted that the young Francis “liked to dress in fine and flowing garments.”

Francis’ mother was a French woman, Dona Pica de Bourlemont. She was strong, gentle, and loving. Though early biographers chose to portray his parents in dark tones, indications are that they were indulgent and loving until Francis’s spiritual crisis created unforeseen tensions among them.

Pietro was among the first of the new “middle class,” neither noble nor serf. Francis grew up in a house where everything by way of fine clothes, good food, and spending money was his for the asking. Francis knew by heart the verses of the troubadours—romanticizing knighthood, chivalry, and war—and the dances that came from the Sufis in the Islamic Empire. He led companies of youth through the streets, pausing beneath balconies to serenade the most captivating girls of Assisi. The people dubbed him “King of Song.”

Donna Pica was often anxious and pleaded with her husband not to spoil the boy. But Pietro laughed at her fears, declaring that the only complaint he had against Francis was a habit of wasting good money on beggars.

Pietro Bernardone looked forward to the day when Francis would put his mind to the business of buying and selling cloth. For a time, Francis did take his place behind the counter in the shop and so profitably that Pietro was very pleased.

While a future in the family trade was assured to him, Francis longed to earn the title of a knight.


The Church

Benedictine abbot Bernard de Clairvaux, a century before Francis, profoundly influenced the church to such a degree that it was still felt in Francis’s time. Bernard preached “Compelle Intrare”—forced conversion. He wrote “Ad Milites Templi,” the manual for Christian warriors—essentially teaching how a Christian should kill the enemy. He was the co-founder of the Knights Templar. He preached the Second Crusade. It was a disaster.

When Francis was seven years old, Pope Clement III pushed King Henry II of England and King Philip II of France to undertake the Third Crusade. It was an utter failure.

Later, the very powerful Pope Innocent III hand-picked a “senate” of cardinals and began to dominate both church and state policies. He rallied the armies of France, England, Spain, and Germany to the Cross and Sword as he proclaimed and launched the Fourth Crusade of 1202. It too was a disaster. He then wrote his encyclical Quia Maior which prepared the Fifth Crusade, which we will look at later.



The Church and the Jewish Community

The church in Francis’s time inherited a very mixed tradition related to the Jewish community.

In 306 the Council of Elvira decrees that Christians and Jews cannot intermarry, have sexual intercourse, or eat together. In 325 the Council of Nicaea forbids the clergy to have conversations or fellowship with Jews. Around 380 St. Gregory of Nyssa refers to the Jews as “murderers of the Lord…a race of vipers.” Around 400 St. Augustine writes: “The church admits and avows the Jewish people to be cursed.” Around 1010-1020—closer to the time of Francis—in Rouen, Orleans, Limoges, and
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